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Jacques B. Doukhan

It is not

forgivable!

I

t is not forgivable! There is a story
about a drunk driver who came
back to his victim several years after
his car had crushed this young girl,
seeking for forgiveness. His victim was
sitting in her wheel chair, remembering
the clash and all the pain it entailed.
She had lost everything, her health, her
family, her beauty, and all her hopes and
joys. How could she forgive?
It was not forgivable, simply because
each moment of her life she was forced
to remember. She could not forget. The
crime was not only a past event, it was
still present today, and will always be
here, reminding her of the past accident.
It was not forgivable, because her
condition was hopeless; she was
deﬁnitively condemned to her chair,
paralyzed and alone, suﬀering physically
and emotionally.
It was not forgivable, because the driver
had no excuse.
It was not forgivable, because she did not
know the man, she had no connection or
feeling towards him, nothing that could
help her sympathize or understand.

on oblivion, or superﬁcial sentimental
blindness. Forgiveness works only on the
basis of this lucidity, which recognizes
and remembers the crime, and the
tragedy it implies.
Is it possible to forgive? What is
forgiveness? Why it is important to
forgive? And how can we forgive? These
are the questions that we will address in
this issue of Shabbat Shalom, confronting
the crime, and courageously urging
our eﬀort to create life out of death.
We will face even the radical evil, the
Holocaust; is it possible to forgive? Any
quick answer to that question should
compromise the answer. And only the
victim could forgive. We will think again
with the help of the Holy Scriptures,
with the rabbi or the minister, but also
with help of experience. We shall then
understand that forgiveness is not easy.
It is not forgivable, not only the crime
that is against us, but also the crime we
commit; then we will progress towards
forgiveness; then, and only then, life will
be bearable.

She could not forgive; she had neither
reason nor the capacity to forgive: it
was not forgivable. As she thought of
the impossibility to forgive, she then
understood the wonder of forgiveness: “it
is not forgivable, therefore, I will forgive
you”, she said. Forgiveness is diﬃcult. It
is impossible. Forgiveness is not based
Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.
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Schimmel

Solomon

Dr. Solomon Schimmel is Professor
of Jewish Education and Psychology at
HebrewCollegeinNewton,Massachusetts,
and author of these signiﬁcant works: The
Seven Deadly Sins: Jewish, Christian, and
Classical Reﬂections on Human Psychology
and Wounds Not Healed by Time: The
Power of Repentance and Forgiveness (both
published by Oxford University Press). Dr.
Schimmel has written numerous articles
and book chapters on Jewish thought,
psychologyofreligionandJewisheducation.
Dr.SchimmelreceivedhisBAfromtheCity
College of New York and MA and PhD
from Wayne State University, and has been
a National Science Foundation Research
Fellow at Harvard University and a visiting
professor and research fellow at Brandeis
University, University of Texas, Bar-Ilan
University and Hebrew University.
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S

habbat Shalom: In your book Wounds
Not Healed by Time, you speak about
repentance and forgiveness. Can you
give us a working deﬁnition of those
terms from the Jewish perspective?

Dr. Solomon Schimmel: I am most interested
in repentance and forgiveness in the context of
interpersonal relationships. This does relate
to theological concepts of the individual’s
relationship with a God in whom he or she
believes, but the focus of the book—and how I
will be responding to these questions—involves
situations where one individual causes harm
to another individual, and repentance and
forgiveness exists between them. In terms of the
Jewish understanding of repentance, as an ideal,
the perpetrator must ﬁrst be aware that he or she
has caused an unjustiﬁable, inappropriate injury
or harm to another person. Since we do not
always know when we have oﬀended somebody,
we ﬁrst must become aware of having done so.
A person must acknowledge that what he or she
did was inappropriate and feel remorse for what

was done and then commit to making as much
reparation to and reconciliation with the victim as
is feasible under the circumstances. That person
must also consciously decide not to repeat this
kind of injurious and hurtful behavior. Those are
the main elements of repentance.

emphasis on the obligation of the perpetrator to
the victim. Not that they ignore it totally, but it is
not their primary concern. For some Christians,
it is expected that a sinner might say, “Okay, I’ve
committed a sin or an injury against somebody.
God does not like that, so I have sinned against
God. How do I get back into the good graces of
Forgiveness also has several components. First,
God? I will put my faith in Christ as one who
the victim should not hold a grudge against the
has died for my sins and having done so I can feel
perpetrator, and if possible should go beyond that
conﬁdent that I am forgiven.” That is where their
and be willing to reconcile. Since we do not always know when we repentance is focused.
Where there had been a
In Judaism you haven’t
preexisting relationship have offended somebody, we ﬁrst must repented and God will not
of some kind, this would become aware of having done so.
forgive you if you don’t
mean reestablishing that
ﬁrst do everything you can
relationship as a healthy, positive one. However,
to repair the injury you caused—material and
in many cases the perpetrator and victim were
emotional—and be reconciled with your victim.
not necessarily in a prior relationship. If I
It is only when your victim (assuming that your
was mugged on the street by a stranger, the
victim is alive and you know who your victim is)
perpetrator did not know me and I didn’t know
has ﬁnally been paciﬁed that your repentance is
him. So there may not be any need to establish
acceptable, and only then would God be willing
a relationship with that person in the context of
to forgive you as well.
forgiveness.
In terms of Christian forgiveness, I speak in my
Shabbat Shalom: How does this diﬀer
book about “radical forgiveness”—the notion
from the Christian concept of repentance and
that forgiving is the highest virtue, independent
forgiveness?
of whether the perpetrator has repented or
expressed any signs of remorse. This notion is
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: First of all, there
one which mainstream Judaism does not accept.
is more than one way Christians think about
The notions that one should “turn the other
repentance and forgiveness. There isn’t one
cheek” or “love your enemy” do not resonate
universally understood Christian notion
with the Judaic tradition in most circumstances.
about them. Some Christian notions are quite
There are exceptions to this, which I discuss in
similar to the Jewish one, which is not all that
Wounds Not Healed by Time, but overall I think
surprising given the fact that both traditions
that this would be a feature that diﬀerentiates
draw upon basic biblical concepts and many of
Judaism from Christianity.
the concepts about repentance and forgiveness
are found in the Hebrew Bible. But Christianity
Shabbat Shalom: How do the biblical
also developed its own, new modes of thinking.
concepts of “justice” and “mercy” get expressed
In terms of how Christian concepts diﬀer from
in the repentance/forgiveness process?
Judaic ones, I would say that with respect to
repentance you have some Christian thinkers
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: Justice has several
and denominations who, when they speak of
meanings. One sense of justice is that somebody
repentance, are primarily concerned with how the
causing injury must repair the injury caused
perpetrator reestablishes a correct relationship
and be held accountable for it. (This is one
with God—with Christ. And that puts less
stage in the process of repentance.) Even after
Christian thinkers… are primarily concerned with how the perpetrator reestablishes a correct
relationship with God—with Christ. And that puts less emphasis on the obligation of the
perpetrator to the victim.
SHABBAT SHALOM 5

the perpetrator has apologized to the victim(s),
payment must still be made if there was ﬁnancial
injury and the perpetrator must do whatever
other things he can to help alleviate the pain and
suﬀering that was experienced. This is where the
concept of justice comes into play—one must
accept responsibility for the injury that was
caused and rectify it.

As I said earlier, from the Jewish point of view,
the victim becomes obligated to forgive only in
response to the repentance of the sinner. If the
perpetrator shows no inclination or interest in
making any kind of reparation or apology, then
there is no obligation to forgive. It still may be
worthwhile to forgive, but not out of an obligation
to do so. Here is another example where Judaism
diﬀers from what I call the “radical forgiveness”
doctrine of certain groups within the Christian
tradition.

Mercy comes into the picture at the point where
one is expected—indeed, mandated—to forgive,
and that usually is as a response to a repentant
perpetrator. Thus one manifestation of
Shabbat Shalom: Christianity in general
forgiveness would be mercy, in the sense that the
teaches that the victim is obligated to forgive
person who was the victim—to the extent that it
every oﬀender of every oﬀense. Do you agree
is possible—says to himself, to the perpetrator,
with this, and why?
and to others,“I am no longer going to demand or
expect some kind of retribution or punishment
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: I don’t agree with it.
from the perpetrator even though I am entitled
Why does Christianity say that we should do
to it by the criterion of justice.” Obviously,
this? Intuitively it does not seem to be compelling
in many situations it is not the victim who
in terms of any concept of justice. Moreover, on
decides how or whether
psychological grounds it
the perpetrator will get On psychological grounds it would would be very diﬃcult or
punished. It is the criminal
very unnatural for a victim
justice system which does be very difﬁcult or very unnatural for to forgive every oﬀence and
so. But to the extent that a victim to forgive every offence and every oﬀender. In terms
the victim is involved in
of our human nature and
that process, then mercy every offender.
psychology, and from
would and should come into play, when it would
the perspective of moral philosophy or ethics,
be appropriate to the circumstances.
I think the burden of argument and proof in
defense of the Christian claim falls upon the
Shabbat Shalom: Who is responsible (or
Christian making that claim. So I don’t agree
obligated) to repent? And who is responsible
with it because I don’t see why I should. I say “I”
(or obligated) to forgive? When does the victim
but I don’t mean only me. I am talking about the
become responsible to forgive?
Jewish tradition as I understand it (others may
understand it diﬀerently). And many people, not
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: The perpetrator is
just Jews, disagree with such a Christian view.
obligated to repent. However, there are many
I think that Islam takes a view more similar to
instances in which individuals directly or
the Jewish view than to the Christian one. And
indirectly supported the perpetrator, encouraged
many nonreligious people ﬁnd it rather strange
him, or were indiﬀerent to his evil actions (e.g.,
to assume that there is some kind of automatic
the bystander who could have prevented the
obligation to forgive every oﬀense and every
perpetrator from doing what he did, but did not
oﬀender. Christianity bases its views on its belief
do so). There is also a measure of responsibility
that the teachings of Jesus reﬂect the divine will,
for individuals who could have prevented the
and this is how many Christians interpret Jesus’
injury but did not. Thus they would also have an
teachings about forgiveness. This doctrine of
obligation to repent. It would be considered a sin
radical forgiveness is based upon a theological
for one not to have done what was possible and
belief, but it is not compelling in terms of logic
should have been done to prevent an unjustiﬁable
or moral philosophy or ethics.
injury to an innocent victim.
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Shabbat Shalom: Is the desire for retribution
or punishment of an oﬀender morally wrong?
Does the desire for revenge, retribution, or
justice have any positive eﬀect on society? On
the other hand, can the pursuit of justice ever
lead to injust acts?

victim, due to passionate and painful feelings
of being injured and/or slighted, will often take
revenge way beyond the punishment that would
be considered appropriate from the perspective
of an objective observer. So revenge can be
very dangerous. Indeed, that is why it is very
important for society to have a judicial system
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: I would say that it is
that channels the victim’s desire for revenge
not morally wrong to feel that an oﬀender should
after a court has viewed the wrongful act of the
be held accountable and punished when he or
perpetrator through the lens of justice. It is very
she has acted deliberately or maliciously. Legal
important that members of society feel that
systems in every society, including Christian
criminals are held accountable and that justice has
societies, have always assumed that some kind of
been done. When they have that sense and that
punishment is appropriate for certain kinds of
feeling, their desire for revenge may be assuaged
behaviors. The Catholic
and they will not take
Church, when it was a It is very important that members of society the law into their own
major political force, did feel that criminals are held accountable hands. When a person
not do away with the
or society feels that there
judicial system. It felt and that justice has been done.
is moral anarchy and no
that oﬀenders should
one is holding anyone
be punished. Whether the punishment should
accountable for what is being done wrong, this
be based upon the concept of retribution or
leads to taking the law into one’s own hands,
deterrence is too complex a question for me to
which can be extremely dangerous. So in this
answer in this brief interview. Punishment does
regard, there is a positive aspect to the eﬀect of
not necessarily have to be based on the concept
revenge, when it is channeled through justice
of retribution. It usually is, but there are other
and the justice system. However, it is dangerous
rationales one could use to justify punishing an
if that does not happen, because then the victim’s
oﬀender.
(or others acting on his behalf or in his name)
pursuit of justice can lead to unjust acts.
You ask whether the desire for revenge,
retribution, and justice has any positive eﬀect on
Shabbat Shalom: Can forgiving ever be
society. In order for society to function, it has to
immoral or lead to injustice?
include some kind of judicial system. One could
reasonably claim that in a certain sense the judicial
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: I think that it
system is a socialized channeling of the more
sometimes can, particularly if the perpetrator
basic emotion of the desire for revenge, which is
does not go through the process of holding
a desire that, unchecked in the absence of social
himself accountable for what he has done.
control, could be very dangerous. Even though it
There are practical dangers, such as in situations
could be dangerous, it is not necessarily morally
of domestic abuse, where people might hold
wrong in principle to desire to have revenge
the radical Christian perspective that it is a
against
somebody
Christian obligation
who injured you or Forgiving the abuser might give the abuser the to forgive the abuser.
injured your family feeling that he or she can repeat the abuse.
Often, in situations
or injured anybody,
like that, the abused
even someone not related to you. Although the
spouse will be abused repeatedly because no one
desire for revenge may not always be intrinsically
has held the abuser accountable for what he or
or automatically immoral, it can lead to injustice.
she is doing. Forgiving the abuser might give the
One reason why the desire for revenge can
abuser the feeling that he or she can repeat the
be abused is that people usually cannot judge
abuse. In that sense forgiving can be immoral.
objectively whether the injury caused to them
In addition, if you let somebody oﬀ the hook,
or to others was totally unjustiﬁed. Also, the
not holding him or her responsible within the
SHABBAT SHALOM 7

judicial system for some crime—for example, by
continuously hurting you as you allow these
not pressing charges because you believe that as
incapacitating feelings to continue. So in that
a Christian you should forgive—it might leave
sense it could be appropriate and desirable to
the perpetrator free to injure other people. There
engage in private forgiveness. However, there are
is a case I discuss in Wounds Not Healed by Time
other ways to deal with these feelings of hatred,
about a nun who was A person can forgive an offender as long as it some of which do not
gang raped and would
require forgiveness.
not press charges. She does not lead to immorality.
was critiqued by others
In the interpersonal
for allowing the rapists to receive a lesser prison
sense of forgiveness, whether it is or isn’t
sentence and thereby making them available
appropriate to forgive depends on the conditions
to commit other crimes on other members of
we spoke about earlier.
society. So inappropriate forgiving can lead to
injustice.
Shabbat Shalom: Can a person forgive
an oﬀender who has never repented? How
Shabbat Shalom: In your book you discuss
does one heal from oﬀenses that were never
two types of forgiveness—private and
repented?
interpersonal. Can you deﬁne these terms and
when they are and aren’t appropriate to be
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: Yes, a person can
given?
forgive an oﬀender as long as it does not lead
to immorality or other forms of injustice as
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: By private forgiveness
discussed above. If you want to forgive, as a
I am referring to situations when you are injured
voluntary action on your part, you can, but that’s
and have a deep sense of anger towards the
diﬀerent from saying that one is obligated to
perpetrator. Private forgiveness is the internal
forgive an oﬀender who is not repentant.
assuaging of your own feelings of anger or
resentment, which is not necessarily something
With respect to how one heals from oﬀenses
that you have to make public. You don’t have
that were never repented, it depends in part on
to tell the perpetrator about it. It’s your way of
what you mean by healing. For example, in many
getting over your anger, resentment, and hostility
cases Jews who were survivors of the Holocaust
towards the perpetrator.
went ahead to live productive lives and were
not consumed or obsessed—at least in their
Interpersonal forgiveness has to do with letting
external behavior—with revenge or with getting
the perpetrator know that you are extending
the perpetrators to repent. So in a certain sense
forgiveness and will not necessarily hold him or
they healed even though the Nazis and their
her responsible. You have some sort of mercy or
collaborators never repented of their sins. So,
are willing to try reestablishing a relationship
one can heal even in the absence of repentance
with him or her.
by the perpetrator.
When these types of forgiveness are and are not
appropriate depends upon the situation. For
example, if you feel so much hatred, animosity,
and resentment towards somebody that it is
eating you up inside, then it would be for your
therapeutic beneﬁt to engage in forgiveness. You
can do this even if you feel that the perpetrator
does not deserve to be forgiven. You do it because
it is therapeutic for you and these kinds of feelings
are holding you back from living a healthy normal
life. You are unable to go forward because you are
held hostage by your perpetrator who is in eﬀect
8 SHABBAT SHALOM

I don’t think the healing of the victim has to
be contingent upon the perpetrators repenting,
although I do think that it often does help. Where
the perpetrator does repent and apologize and
really expresses remorse, this often does have a
healing eﬀect on the victim. You often see that
with trials in which the victim and the family of
the victim want the defendant to at least express
remorse and to acknowledge that he or she has
done something wrong.

So it does seem to be psychologically important
the injury to the deceased person. Often when
for victims in many
you injure somebody
cases to help them You can forgive someone who is dead—in the you also injure family
heal from the injury therapeutic, self-healing sense of forgiveness— members and/or the
they experienced.
social or ethnic group
by letting go of your anger and resentment.
to which the victim
But again I don’t think
belongs. If your victim
that it is always necessary, and there are ways of
is deceased, you can’t actually repent with respect
going forward with one’s life even though there
to your victim. What you can do is at least try
are plenty of injustices that are perpetrated and
to make some kind of gestures of repentance
will be perpetrated even if no one repents of them.
towards the family of the victim or his social
Moreover, the perpetrators will live out their
group. In a more general sense, you can engage
lives in plenty and in prosperity. Kurt Waldheim,
in some kind of “vicarious repentance,” an idea I
who recently died, became the secretary general
discuss in my book, based upon Martin Buber’s
of the United Nations and the president of
discussion of guilt. The idea is that when I injure
Austria even though he never repented for his
or hurt somebody, I increase the evil in the
involvement with the Nazi regime. There were
world. There is no way I can repair that injury to
many Nazis who remained in Germany after the
my victim when he or she is dead. Nevertheless,
war and prospered, or who ﬂed to Argentina and
I can engage in a kind of vicarious repentance by
elsewhere and prospered. So there are plenty of
increasing the amount of good in the world in
cases where victims of these criminals have gone
some other way. It is an indirect way of restoring
forward productively with their lives while the
a better balance between good and evil in the
criminals who perpetrated the most horriﬁc
world, because I had added to the net evil and
crimes against them and their families were
now I want to rectify that by contributing to the
never brought to justice. The criminals denied
good. Although this is not the same as repenting
their guilt and never expressed any remorse or
to the victim, it is a way of dealing with the fact
repentance. That, unfortunately, is reality.
that the perpetrator would like to repent and
wants to repent and needs to do something to
Shabbat Shalom: Can a person forgive
feel cleansed of sinful behavior. This vicarious
someone who is dead? Can a person repent of
repentance can be very psychologically and
an oﬀense committed against someone who is
emotionally useful to the repentant perpetrator
now deceased?
when the victim is no longer alive.
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: You can forgive
Shabbat Shalom: In your book you wrote,
someone who is dead—in the therapeutic, self“Only the victim herself has the moral right
healing sense of forgiveness—by letting go of your
to forgive an oﬀense against her, which makes
anger and resentment.
murder a crime that
In my book I deal in I can engage in a kind of vicarious repentance no human can forgive,
great detail with how by increasing the amount of good in the world since the victim is
one goes through the
dead” (Wounds Not
process of getting in some other way.
Healed by Time, 66).
over deep anger and
If this is so, how can a
resentment. You don’t just say “I’m not going to
murderer bear the guilt (unforgiveness) for the
be angry anymore.” It’s a lot more complex than
rest of his/her life in an appropriate manner
that.
that does not destroy himself/herself?
With respect to whether you can repent of an
oﬀense committed against someone who is now
deceased, you can repent in the sense that you
take responsibility and feel remorse. What you
can’t do is make any direct reparation or repair

Dr. Solomon Schimmel: First of all, the
murderer can go through the stages of remorse,
guilt, and vicarious forms of reparations to the
extent that he has the capacity to do so. So he
can engage in some of the elements of repentance.
SHABBAT SHALOM 9

On the other hand, often the murderer cannot
That is what many if not most prophecies are
do much because he is incarcerated and does
about – exhortations to people of Judah (the
not have the means
southern kingdom) or
to make any kind The role of a good spouse or friend is, among of Israel (the northern
of reparation to a other things, to be concerned for the virtue kingdom) who were
family member or to
committing personal
do something else on and moral wellbeing of one’s spouse or friend. sins or were breaking
behalf of society. One
the covenant with
of the consequences of murder is that sometimes
God. The prophet’s job was to be a messenger
you’re going to have to bear the life-long burden
from God to induce the people of Israel to
of guilt. You’re not always going to be able to
repent of their sins. In this theological view, God,
overcome all of the guilt you’ve incurred by
through his messengers, initiates the process of
taking somebody’s life. That is part of your selfrepentance. I think that in contemporary society
inﬂicted punishment for your evil actions.
this is an important role of a spouse or a good
friend—to be able to point out that a spouse
Shabbat Shalom: According to Judaism, how
or friend has done something wrong in regards
does repentance come about? Who initiates
to another person. Or it is the job of the rabbi,
repentance (the oﬀender, the victim, or God)?
minister, or priest to let individual members of
What are the outward signs of true repentance
their congregation know when they are behaving
according to the rabbis?
in an inappropriate way. I don’t know if clergy
feel comfortable in this role, but it is one of
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: Repentance is
the traditional roles that they have always had.
supposed to be initiated on the part of the
The role of a good spouse or friend is, among
perpetrator. The perpetrator should become
other things, to be concerned for the virtue
aware of what he has done. Many times, though,
and moral wellbeing of one’s spouse or friend.
this does not happen. Other people can speak
So if your spouse or friend is doing something
to the perpetrator and inform the perpetrator
inappropriate, you should be able to point it out
that he has done something wrong. Often the
to him or her, and be the one who initiates for
victim does that. Leviticus 19:17 teaches not
him or her the process of repentance.
to hate your brother in your heart, but rather
to reprove or chastise him. Sometimes the
Shabbat Shalom: How do we know if
perpetrator does not even realize that he has
repentance is sincere?
done something injurious or wrong, so the
victim should inform the perpetrator, which
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: That’s a very
might induce him to apologize and rectify
interesting question because you cannot always
the injury. In many instances this may not be
know what is going on inside a person’s heart.
feasible. But in instances where the perpetrator
One test of whether repentance is sincere is if the
and victim are in a family or spousal relationship,
person was faced with the same temptation, or
or in a professional relationship, they often can
the same situation of incitement, and could have
do something. Sometimes a spouse, a child, or a
repeated the sinful or injurious behavior in a way
parent did something that was hurtful, although
that would have gone undetected. If that person
they may have actually meant well and are not
nevertheless chose to stay controlled and not
even aware that it was hurtful. So you should be
repeat that behavior, that decision could be used to
able, in a non-confrontational way, to apprise the
assess whether the repentance is true and sincere.
person of what was done that was hurtful, and
This issue comes up often in court cases. The
that can then trigger in him or her the process
legal system wants defendants who committed a
of realizing that something wrong was done and
crime to express remorse. But when a defendant
can initiate the process of repentance.
expresses remorse, the judge and the jury often
wonder whether the expression of remorse
In biblical literature, one of the main roles of
is sincere. Perhaps the defendant expresses
the prophets was to try to induce repentance.
remorse only in the hope of receiving a less harsh
10 SHABBAT SHALOM

sentence. How do you know if he really means it?
the perpetrator is sincere in his repentance, this
It is not easy to determine. In my book I do make
does not mean that the perpetrator is entitled to
some suggestions to help determine sincerity.
forgiveness if he repents. From the perspective
I think that in many cases it is not possible to
of the oﬀender, he should repent because he did
determine whether The beneﬁt of repentance is that it makes the something wrong
there was true
and he has to
repentance. Often offender become a better human being as a result. repair the damage
you cannot know at
he has caused.
the moment a person says he or she is repentant
Furthermore, repentance is in his own moral
that indeed this is so. However, by observing
and spiritual interest. The beneﬁt of repentance
how he or she behaves subsequently, you might
is that it makes the oﬀender become a better
be able to arrive at a more reliable retrospective
human being as a result. And there is a beneﬁt
evaluation.
for the victim too. If the victim can forgive, that
helps reestablish an improved relationship with
In Wounds Not Healed by Time I discuss the
the perpetrator in place of the one that was
Japanese interrogator of a British prisoner of war.
damaged as a result of the perpetrator’s acts.
The interrogator spent many years after World
It also alleviates from the victim a lot of the
War II doing all kinds of good deeds in order
anger and animosity that he is bearing within
to atone for what he perceived to be the crimes
him, which can be very self-destructive. So the
of his fellow Japanese and his participation in
repentance and forgiveness process helps cleanse
those crimes. In addition, since he considered
the victim from negative, harmful emotions.
himself a member of the Japanese military and
its oppressive system, he spent much time and
It is not always necessary for forgiveness to
resources, on his own initiative, trying to honor
occur. The beneﬁt, when it does occur, is
the memory of all the prisoners of war who had
that anything which humans can do to bring
died in Japanese slave labor camps. This indicated
about reconciliation, love, and good will—and
that he was truly penitent because he did these
thus remove hurtful feelings—is beneﬁcial to
things over a long period of time without anyone
everybody.
forcing him to do so, and neither did he derive
any material beneﬁt from doing them. Knowing
Shabbat Shalom: What advice would you
this about him made it much easier for his
give someone who is seeking to forgive but is
British victim to forgive him. These events are
struggling to do so? Are there things the victim
described in the very moving story The Railway
can do to help himself/herself move towards
Man: A POW’s Searing Account of War, Brutality
forgiveness?
and Forgiveness by Eric Lomax.
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: I think that basically
Shabbat Shalom: What is the beneﬁt to the
there are three things to keep in mind. One is
perpetrator and the victim
to cultivate empathy for
of reparation and repair? I don’t believe that poverty of itself the perpetrator where it is
And is it necessary always automatically causes crime.
appropriate. By empathy I
for forgiveness to occur?
mean trying to understand
what the circumstances were in which the
Dr. Solomon Schimmel: When a perpetrator
perpetrator did what was done. Often there are
repents and the victim forgives in response, the
extenuating circumstances, which although they
beneﬁts are obvious, although it is not always
do not remove all guilt and responsibility, can very
necessary for forgiveness to occur in order for
much attenuate our sense of anger. For example,
the beneﬁts of repentance to take place. At least
I don’t believe that poverty of itself automatically
from the Jewish point of view, the perpetrator
causes crime. There are many people and groups
should not be repenting primarily in order
who live in abject poverty and yet do not commit
to be forgiven. Although the Jewish tradition
violent crimes against other people. On the other
teaches that the victim is obligated to forgive if
hand, it is quite understandable why a young
SHABBAT SHALOM 11

child brought up in ten diﬀerent foster homes
your negative emotions. Many times holding
and who was never given love or proper teaching
onto hostility can have a negative eﬀect not only
about values would lack a moral compass in life
on oneself but on one’s family as well. If I’m
and therefore commit crimes, even
obsessed about the perpetrator getting
vicious ones. It does not exonerate Another piece of punished and am constantly thinking
him, but if I can reﬂect upon that
about what that person did to me—if
juvenile (or adult) criminal’s history advice is to acquire my sense of being an injured victim
and background from the perspective humility.
becomes so essential to my life, my
of how those might have contributed to
thoughts, and my feelings—this can be
his criminal behavior or attitudes, such empathy
very detrimental to my children and other loved
would enable me to be more forgiving.
ones.
Another piece of advice is to acquire humility,
in the sense of recognizing that all of us have
our weaknesses and our ﬂaws. We all have hurt
somebody whether accidentally or maliciously.
Thus we should be a little less judgmental when
we’re dealing with perpetrators, because we
should realize that we too are not a hundred
percent righteous. This, I think, tends to help the
process of forgiveness.
Third, as I said earlier, forgiving in the internal,
private, personal sense is often a means of
acting in your own self-interest to get rid of

There can be additional reasons to forgive as
well, which I elaborate on in Wounds Not Healed
by Time, which could induce one to consider
making the journey to forgiveness. Moreover, it
is important to know how to go about forgiving,
which is a complex process, and in the book I
provide diﬀerent moral considerations, practical
techniques, and psychological guidelines as
to how to deal with hurt and forgiveness,
drawing from a wide range of psychologists—
Christian, Jewish, and secular—as well as from
moral philosophers, theologians, and works of
literature.
This interview was conducted by Evelyn Tollerton
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Haas

Peter

S

habbat Shalom: Dr. Haas, you
have been actively lecturing and
writing about the Holocaust and its
implications. What has motivated you
to be a contributor to the knowledge of such
a topic?
Dr. Peter J. Haas: Frankly, I got involved
in teaching the Holocaust because it was an
expectation of my ﬁrst position coming out of
graduate school. I spent a good deal of time
preparing for the course and it is out of that
preparation that I came to write my book on the
ethics of the Holocaust. That book in turn led
to some other articles, speaking invitations, and
other activities which have kept me somewhat
busy with Holocaust scholarship ever since. I
should also mention that both my parents are
Holocaust survivors, so I do have a personal
interest in it as well.
Shabbat Shalom: In a recent book called
After-Words: Post-Holocaust Struggles with
Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and Justice, you wrote
a chapter entitled “Forgiveness, Reconciliation
and Jewish Memory after Auschwitz.” Could
you describe the main issues that you address
there?
Dr. Haas: The essay I contributed to the book
grew out of a question I have often been asked
about whether it is time for Jews to forgive the
Nazis and move on. Usually I get this question

Peter J. Haas, Ph.D. Professor Haas
received his B.A. in Ancient Near East
History from the University of Michigan
in 1970 and then attended Hebrew
Union College in Cincinnati, where he
received ordination as a Reform rabbi in
1974. After ordination, he served as an
active U.S. Army chaplain for three years.
Upon completion of active duty, Rabbi
Haas enrolled in the graduate program
in religion at Brown University, earning a
Ph.D. in Jewish Studies in 1980. Joining
the faculty at Vanderbilt University in
1980, he taught courses in Judaism, Jewish
ethics, the Holocaust, Western religion,
and the Middle East Conﬂict. He joined
the faculty of the Department of Religion
at Case Western Reserve University in
January 2000, and was appointed chair
of the department in 2003. He is also a
visiting professor at the Spertus Institute
of Jewish Studies in Chicago, Illinois.
Professor Haas has published several
books and articles dealing with moral
discourse and with Jewish and Christian
thought after the Holocaust. He has
lectured in the United States, Germany,
Italy, Belgium, and Israel. His most recent
work is on human rights in Judaism.
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after speaking to a church group or other religious
ill-gotten gain, for example) and to approach
audience. One of the problems I have always had
the victim(s) with sincere remorse. The whole
with this kind of question is that it assumes a
process is one of “returning” or “restoring” a lost
kind of forgiveness that is basic to Christianity
equilibrium between the two parties.
but foreign to the Jewish tradition. For Judaism,
forgiveness is possible only when there is ﬁrst
Shabbat Shalom: When can forgiveness be
repentance on the part of the perpetrator; without
granted in Judaism?
that repentance, that recognition of having done
wrong, there is nothing really to forgive as far
Dr. Haas: I think in this regard, Reform Judaism
as traditional Jewish ethics are concerned (on
is not really diﬀerent from other forms of Judaism.
the other hand, if one truly repents, then the
Ideally, forgiveness can (in fact must) be given if
victim has a moral obligation
the perpetrator approaches in
to forgive). So in the essay, I lay For Judaism, forgiveness is sincere repentance. One can, of
out the traditional Jewish view
course, always give “forgiveness”
of repentance and forgiveness possible only when there is whenever one wants. The
and explain why as Jews it is ﬁrst repentance on the part problem arises in Reform
impossible to forgive in the way
Judaism, as with other forms
of the perpetrator.
Christians think about it.
of Judaism, if the perpetrator
cannot or will not do “teshuva.” Even as a Reform
Shabbat Shalom: How is forgiveness deﬁned
Jew, I do not see how I can forgive a Nazi who has
within the Judaic tradition?
not repented, nor how I can forgive on behalf of
other victims. It is just like I am unable to forgive
Dr. Haas: Very basically, forgiveness is part of
the debt one person owes to another.
a reciprocal exchange between the perpetrator
and the victim—just as the original crime was,
Shabbat Shalom: Has the Holocaust had
so to speak, a reciprocal exchange. The ﬁrst
any impact on Judaism’s view of forgiveness?
step has to be for the perpetrator to recognize
that he or she did something wrong and then
Dr. Haas: I don’t think so. The Jewish notion of
make amends, including asking forgiveness.
forgiveness was formulated thousands of years
Once the perpetrator has done true repentance,
ago and is really not changed by the Holocaust.
then the victim needs to eﬀect his or her own
reconciliation and be ready to forgive.
Shabbat Shalom: What is Mechila and how
does it relate to forgiving after the Holocaust?
Shabbat Shalom: How does forgiveness in
Judaism diﬀer from Christianity?
Dr. Haas: “Mechila” is really the same thing as
“forgiveness.” The perpetrator does “teshuva” and
Dr. Haas: In Judaism, the crime is seen as
the victim then oﬀers “mechila” (a sort of release
introducing an imbalance by the perpetrator,
of the debt, so to speak).
and the perpetrator has to initiate the process
of reestablishing balance. My sense is that in
Shabbat Shalom: As we move away from the
Christianity, forgiveness is seen more as a“freewill
Holocaust event, is it appropriate to ask a Jew
oﬀering” from the victim to the perpetrator.
to forgive the perpetrators?
Shabbat Shalom: Could you elaborate
on the meaning of Teshuva as it relates to
forgiveness?
Dr. Haas: “Teshuva” means turning around or
returning. The basic idea is that the perpetrator
has to reverse directions and undo (as much as
possible) the evil that was done (giving back
14 SHABBAT SHALOM

Dr. Haas: No, I do not think it is appropriate.
Only the perpetrator has a right to ask forgiveness
of his or her victim. I certainly think Jews need
to move on; but there can be no authentic
Jewish communal forgiveness, certainly not by
non-victims to unrepentant perpetrators. The
Holocaust is simply a horrible event that stands
beyond forgiveness. After all, the bulk of victims

and the bulk of perpetrators are now gone. What
are dangerous and cannot be trusted. For other
is possible is for Jews to achieve reconciliation
Jews, the Holocaust is seen as an event in the
with Germany and especially Germans who
past that still has an impact on them (absent
did not participate in the Holocaust. But this is
family members, for example) but has nothing
diﬀerent than forgiveness. Only the perpetrator has a right to to do with Christians or
I can become reconciled to
Christianity today. Because
my German contemporaries, ask forgiveness of his or her victim. of the very “personal” view
but I cannot “forgive” them,
of forgiveness in Judaism,
because they did not perpetrate any evil on me.
the Holocaust imposes, in the Jewish view, no
guilt on the non-perpetrators, and no right to
Shabbat Shalom: In your experience, how
oﬀer “mechila” on the part of non-victims.
has the Holocaust impacted Jews’ readiness to
forgive Christians?
Shabbat Shalom: Do you envision a time
when the Jewish-Christian relationship will
Dr. Haas: The Holocaust is only one of several
be fully healed?
persecutions on Jews perpetrated by Christians
(or, more accurately, by people living in a
Dr. Haas: Not really. This is not to say that
Christian culture). As I said before, it is not up
Jews and Christians cannot get along and live
to Jews to collectively forgive Christians as a
peacefully with each other, but there is too
whole for the Jewish tradition. Only the victim
much bad history for the rift between Judaism
can legitimately forgive the perpetrator. Jews
and Christianity to be fully healed. The evil that
and Christians can and should learn to live
has been done has simply been done. It can be
together and be reconciled to each other; but
overcome, but never done away with.
this is diﬀerent than forgiveness, at least as far as
Judaism is concerned.
Shabbat Shalom: What can Christians do
to be more sensitive to the Jewish history
Shabbat Shalom: Are there any ways in which
and seek to bridge the gap between Jews and
the Jewish community can formally forgive the
Christians?
Christian community for all the wrongdoings
committed against the Jews culminating in the
Dr. Haas: To explain it brieﬂy, I think Jews
Holocaust?
want Christians to recognize that Judaism is
a diﬀerent religion with its own legitimacy. I
Dr. Haas: Again, given the traditional Jewish
think most Jews are tired of being regarded as
view of forgiveness, this would be impossible.
“diﬀerent” by Christians, whether diﬀerent in a
The perpetrators are now (mostly) dead; modern
good sense or a bad sense. Christian recognition
Germans cannot be “forgiven” because they are
of the Holocaust and the devastation it caused
not perpetrators, and modern Jews are not fully
for the Jewish community will certainly help
the victims. The evil or “debt” incurred by the
Jews reconcile with Christians and Christianity;
perpetrators can neither be paid oﬀ nor erased.
but as long as Christianity holds Judaism in
some special category, I think Jews are going to
Shabbat Shalom: As the Only the victim can legitimately be wary of Christians. But
history of the Holocaust
I do think the Christian
unfolds for the emerging forgive the perpetrator.
community needs to show
generation of Jews, what
the Jewish community that
attitudes do you think it is creating within
it wants to deal with them fairly and justly, and I
them? Could it evoke resentment? Could it
think Jews need to respond accordingly.
evoke forgiveness?
This interview was conducted by Ariel Manzueta

Dr. Haas: This depends on how the Holocaust
is taught. I think for some Jews it certainly
engenders resentment and a sense that Christians
SHABBAT SHALOM 15

Well, I kept silent when a young Nazi, on his

deathbed, begged me to be his confessor. And later
when I met his mother I again kept silent rather
than shatter her illusions about her dead sons
inherent goodness. And how many bystanders
kept silent as they watched Jewish men, women,
and children being led to the slaughterhouses of
Europe? …
Was my silence at the bedside of the dying Nazi
right or wrong? This is a profound moral question
that challenges the conscience of the reader of
this episode, just as much as it once challenged
my heart and my mind. There are those who
can appreciate my dilemma, and so endorse my
attitude, and there are others who will be ready
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to condemn me for refusing to ease the last moments
of a repented murderer.
The crux of the matter is, of course, the question
of forgiveness. Forgetting is something that time
alone takes care of, but forgiveness is an act of
volition, and only the sufferer is qualiÚed to make
the decision.
You, who have just read this sad and tragic episode
in my life, can mentally change places with me and
ask yourself the crucial question, “What would I
have done?”
Excerpt from Simon Wiesenthal, The SunÜower
(New York: Schocken Books, 1976), 98-99.

Morales-

Lourdes

Gudmundsson

S

habbat Shalom: You present seminars
and workshops all over the world on
forgiveness, a subject to which you have
devoted a whole book and published
numerous articles. Undoubtedly, this is an
important topic for you. What experience or
reﬂection led you to this particular interest in
the topic of forgiveness?
Dr.Lourdes Morales-Gudmundsson:Thishas
been an intellectual as well as a spiritual journey.
On the one hand, I became very interested in the
topic of suﬀering while doing research on my
doctoral thesis at Brown University. Fray Luis de
León (1527–1591), considered to be the “father
of literary Spanish,” was a Hebrew scholar at a
time in Spain when conversos ( Jews converted to
Christianity, also called marranos in Portugal)
were suspected of judaizing, that is, returning to
their former religious practices under the guise
of having converted to the Christian faith. It was
discovered that this distinguished theologian
of the Old Testament at the University of
Salamanca was of Jewish heritage and his

Lourdes E. Morales-Gudmundsson, Ph.D.,
is a professor at La Sierra University,
with specialties in literature and religion.
She has been studying and publishing on
the topic of forgiveness for over 25 years.
Her recent book, I Forgive You, But...
was published in 2007 by Paciﬁc Press in
English and Spanish. She has presented
her seminar by the same title nationally
and internationally. More information on
her work can be found at her website: www.
ForgivenessNowMinistries.org/
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envious colleagues ensured that this accusation
love and grace gave birth to the idea of forgiveness.
should come before the
If love and grace
Inquisition. As a result, I felt I needed to confront my father with constitute the character
he spent ﬁve years in the
of God, then forgiveness
Inquisitionprisonsduring a lifetime of abandonment.
is the activation of those
which time he produced
seminal traits for us
a comprehensive exegetical work on the book
and in us. Forgiveness came to us in the form
of Job in the vernacular Spanish (a courageous
of “Emmanuel” who lived out the principles of
heresy, on his part, since biblical translations had
forgiveness in His life on earth, verbally forgiving
to be in Latin). In his Libro de Job, I found a rich
His torturers and murderers, and eﬀectively
source of thoughts on the meaning of suﬀering.
winning our eternal life through His atoning
These thoughts led to several sermons and
death and resurrection. Forgiveness is at the
articles, and, ultimately, to the question: Can
heart of the Adventist understanding of the
deep hurts be forgiven?
Investigative Judgment where the righteousness
of Christ, won on the Cross, is applied to the
These cogitations coincided with an invitation I
repentant sinner once and for all. Of all people
extended to my parents to come to Puerto Rico
on earth, Christians should have the deepest
to help us care for our young daughter, Carmen,
understanding and the most eﬀective practice of
while I ﬁnished my doctoral thesis. It was at
forgiveness. And, yet, I ﬁnd that the concept is
this time that I felt I needed to confront my
new for many Christians. Not new in the sense
father with a lifetime of abandonment. Out of
that they never heard about it, but that they’ve
this confrontation came a lasting reconciliation
never given it much thought. Even those who
between my father and me and an intimate
understand the centrality of God’s forgiveness to
mandate to further my knowledge of this
our salvation have not readily seen how human
thing I’d discovered for myself what is called
forgiveness is connected to God’s forgiveness.
forgiveness. Fortunately for me, my interest in
this topic coincided with the release of the ﬁrst
But forgiveness is not only important for
key books on forgiveness by writers such as Lewis
Christians. The fundamental concepts of
Smedes and David Augsburger in the 1980s as
forgiveness are embedded in every major world
well as with the work of Dr. Robert Enright
religion: one of Allah’s names in the Islamic
and the International Forgiveness Institute at
religion is Al-Ghafoor or “The Forgiving One”;
the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and Dr.
Buddhism’s concept of patience or kshanti
Everett Worthington, Jr., at Virginia
includes giving up the desire
Commonwealth University. Coming God’s love and grace for revenge, a critical factor in
in contact with these books at this
forgiveness; Hinduism’s concept of
particular time launched my own gave birth to the idea ahimsa (to do or cause no harm)
serious research into forgiveness.
is a sacred doctrine; and Judaism
of forgiveness.
has a rich tradition relating to the
Shabbat Shalom: Why is forgiveness
how, when, and why of forgiveness. Outside the
important for any human being and for
strictly religious sphere, thinkers such as Richard
Christians in particular?
Holloway, retired Bishop of Edinburgh in the
Scottish Episcopal Church, have found a way of
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: Let’s begin with
persuasively explaining forgiveness to the secular
the importance of forgiveness for Christians.
mind using evolutionary theories of human
I can’t think of anything more central to the
development (see On Forgiveness: How Can We
Christian faith than forgiveness. What we
Forgive the Unforgivable?). For Holloway as for
understand as salvation with its accompanying
other secular thinkers, such as Jacques Derrida,
traditionalconceptsof justiﬁcation(erasingof our
forgiveness is humanity’s last hope for moral
past sins), sanctiﬁcation (growing in Christian
redemption.
virtues), and gloriﬁcation (the heavenly reward)
all began with an act of divine forgiveness. God’s
18 SHABBAT SHALOM

Shabbat Shalom:
Forgiveness is humanity’s last hope for unacceptability. Nor is
How would you
it an obligation—when
moral redemption.
deﬁne forgiveness?
forgiveness is oﬀered,
There have been
it is always tendered as
misunderstandings and confusion about the
a gift. If it is to be called forgiveness, it cannot
idea of forgiveness. Could you brieﬂy tell us
be earned. This does not mean that there are
what forgiveness is and what it is not?
no expectations on the part of the injured party.
Even Jesus expected that the woman caught in
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: I like to use
adultery would “Go and sin no more” when He
the deﬁnition developed by the International
forgave her. However, other Bible texts such as
Forgiveness Institute, not because it’s the only
Luke 17:3–4 suggest that the forgiver should
deﬁnition out there, but because it’s the most
be ready to forgive more than once because it is
biblical, in my opinion. Forgiveness is a response
highly likely that the oﬀender will sin again. Nor
to an injustice by turning the other cheek, i.e.,
is forgiveness excusing the oﬀender’s behavior
choosing not to repay the oﬀender in kind or
or diminishing the importance of the oﬀense.
demand any restitution. It mercifully chooses
As long as one is excusing or diminishing, one is
not to pursue resentment or revenge. It brings
denying that there is a problem. Forgiveness, on
healing not only to the oﬀender, but principally
the other hand, always recognizes that there IS
to the victim. It is an act of unmerited good
a problem. That explains why it’s important to
will—unmerited because one must assume that
explain why one is forgiving the other. Otherwise
there is no real restitution possible in serious
it will come across as an unjustiﬁed accusation.
oﬀenses. For example, what kind of restitution
would make up for murder or
Shabbat Shalom: Could
rape or genocide? Let’s take
True forgiveness has the
you describe the process of
an even less extreme case of
forgiveness in the Christian
violence. If someone steals
potential to fully restore a
tradition?
$100 from me, restoring the
$100 to me would constitute
relationship and place it on
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson:
full monetary restitution, but
The Christian Bible is full
it would not take care of the
better ground than it was
of references to forgiveness,
emotional fallout of anger, fear,
both anecdotal and doctrinal.
suspicion, and humiliation
prior to the relational crisis.
In the Old Testament, issues
connected with the robbery.
of forgiveness are often dealt
That emotional baggage can only be dealt with
with in the context of family relations—Jacob
by a leap of faith that forgiveness represents—a
and Esau, Joseph and his brothers. The family
leap from victimhood to full humanity. What
is recognized as the principal hotbed of conﬂicts
I mean by “full humanity” is a return to that
and, therefore, the logical context for forgiveness.
freedom to feel safe in the world again, to believe
Both these stories teach us that 1) a victim’s
that most people are benevolent, and to be able
anger due to an injustice is legitimate; 2) time
to trust people again. True forgiveness has the
is on the side of both victim and perpetrator; 3)
potential to fully restore a relationship and
the victim can get tired of holding a grudge, thus
place it on better ground than it was prior to the
opening the way for forgiveness; and 4) proving
relational crisis.
a perpetrator’s trustworthiness is okay as long
as it leads to forgiveness. The story of David
Forgiveness is not mere tolerance: it actively
and Saul provides yet another context for the
wishes and works for the good of the other.
workings of forgiveness. David forgave Saul over
Rather than forget or pass over an oﬀense,
and over again. That is, he determined to forgive
forgiveness looks the oﬀense squarely in the face,
Saul and then continued to forgive him as many
acknowledging 1) its
times as necessary to
existence, 2) the pain it
Forgiveness is not mere tolerance.
win him over, if possible.
has caused, and 3) its
The lesson here is that
SHABBAT SHALOM 19

forgiveness is both a one-time decision and
a journey or process. God rewarded David’s
willingness to always take the high road, despite
Saul’s relentless hatred. The fact that Saul
never repented did not aﬀect David’s ability to
forgive and enjoy inner peace. Then there’s Job
who found himself in the unenviable position
of having to forgive God. He understood that it
was God who had allowed everything to be taken
away from him, but he eventually understands
that in forgiving God, he is recognizing that the
creature cannot question the Creator and the
Creator is eminently trustworthy.
In the New Testament, forgiveness is at the heart
of the “kingdom of heaven” and its ability to
transform human thinking and acting. Matthew 5
and 18 and the parable of the Prodigal Son, along
with numerous other passages in the writings
of the Apostles, make it clear that turning the
other cheek and walking the second mile are not
mere niceties added on to other more important
Christian doctrines. Rather, these are at the
heart of what it means to worship God “in Spirit
and in truth.” Mercy, compassion, empathy, and
altruism are all summarized in the description
of love in I Corinthians 13; in the enumeration
of the “fruit of the Spirit” in Galatians 3; and in
the exhortation to love as a reﬂection of God’s
character, as described in I John 4.
Aside from such passages as Matthew 12:22–37
(the “unpardonable sin”), Matthew 16:13–20
and John 20:19–23 (the disciples’ authority
to forgive), Matthew 18:15–20 (how to
forgive), and James 5:13–18 (forgiveness of
the ill and dying), the Christian tradition has
placed penance and forgiveness at the center
of its rites and rituals. The importance of
repentance and forgiveness can be traced back
from such early church fathers as Clement of
Alexandria, Tertullian, and Cyprian to medieval
scholasticism and on through reformers such
as Martin Luther and John Calvin who fed
It is indeed possible to forgive a person
who has not, will not, and will never

into such Reformed Christian traditions with
their emphasis on peace as that represented by
Menno Simons (Anabaptists/Mennonites). The
Roman Catholic mass is centered on confession,
repentance, and forgiveness which, to this day,
lie at the heart of Catholic as well as Protestant
worship.
Shabbat Shalom: Can we forgive even our
enemy? Can a person forgive an oﬀender who
has never repented?
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: The answer to
both questions isYes.In fact,the Bible commands
forgiveness of the enemy (i.e., the unrepentant
oﬀender). But what does it mean to forgive an
enemy? I believe it means that you must ﬁrst
distinguish between a friend and an enemy. A
friend wishes you well; an enemy hopes to do
you ill. A friend stands up for you in the face of
others’ criticisms; an enemy joins the chorus of
critics. David understood that he was dealing
with an avowed enemy. Often it is diﬃcult to
determine if a person is a friend or an enemy,
particularly when you want to believe that the
person is a friend. However, forgiveness works
best when you know with whom you are dealing:
friend or foe. Once it is determined that you are
dealing with an enemy, forgiveness can take the
form of setting clear boundaries for the renewed
relationship. Expressing what is permissible
or not in the relationship is important for the
viability of forgiveness. If the enemy will not
abide by any of the rules set by the injured party,
then it is time to place distance between you.
David made sure that he kept his distance from
the unpredictable enemy, Saul, and yet reached
out to him whenever the opportunity presented
itself, trying to demonstrate his desire to change
the dynamic of the relationship. There are cases
like Saul’s where the extent and depth of fear,
hatred, and jealousy are such that the enemy
cannot be won over. Even so, we can forgive,
because forgiveness is something the injured
party does in his/her mind and heart to break free
from ill feelings toward the unrepentant enemy.
It is for this reason that it is indeed possible to
forgive a person who has not, will not, and will
never apologize.

apologize.
Continued on page 23
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Life With God
1. What choice did God grant to Adam and
then ultimately to Israel?
And the LORD God commanded the man, saying,
“Of every tree of the garden you are free to eat; but
as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you
must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you
shall die” (Genesis 2:16-17).
See, I set before you this day life and prosperity,
death and adversity (Deuteronomy 30:15).

5. Why is health an important ingredient of
our religious life?
He said, “If you will heed the LORD your God
dilligently, doing what is upright in His sight, giving
ear to His commandments and keeping all His laws,
then I will not bring upon you any of the diseases
that I brought upon the Egyptians, for I the LORD
am your healer” (Exodus 15:26; cf. Leviticus
11:45; 1 Corinthians 6:19).

2. Why is life with God the choice for life?
With You is the fountain of life; by Your light do we
see light (Psalm 36:10; cf. Deuteronomy 30:20).

“Respect your body as the receptacle, the
messenger and the instrument of the Spirit”
(Rabbi Samuel Raphael Hirsch, The Nineteen
Letters of Judaism).

3. What way of life does the choice for life
imply?
The road of righteousness leads to life;by way of
its path there is no death (Proverbs 12:28; cf.
Deuteronomy 30:16, 20).
“Fish die when they are out of the water, so do
people die when they are without the Torah and
the Mitzwoth” (Abodah Zarah 3).
4. Why is ethics an important ingredient of
our religious life?
For you are a people consecrated to the LORD
your God: of all the peoples on earth the LORD
your God chose you to be His treasured people
(Deuteronomy 7:6; cf. vs. 11; Deuteronomy
14:7; Leviticus 22:28-31).
“He who does a moral act associates himself
with God in His creative work” (Shabbat 10a).
“Judaism is not only ethical, but ethics constitutes
its essence, its nature, its beginning, its middle,
and its end” (Midrash Tanhuma, wayishlah).

6. Why is spiritual life a biological necessity?
When you send your Spirit, you create them. You
give new life to the earth (Psalm 104:30).
The Hebrew word ruah means both “the breath”
that refers to the principle of biological life and
“spirit” that refers to the principle of spiritual
life.
7. Why should we pray?
By day may the LORD vouchsafe His faithful care,
so that at night a song to Him may be with me,
a prayer to the God of my life (Psalm 42:9; cf.
Genesis 20:7).
“Address your prayer to the Master of life and
not to His servants; He will hear you in every
trouble” (Y. Berakot 9).
8. How should we pray?
When My people, who bear My name, humble
themselves, pray, and seek My favor and turn
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from their evil ways, I will hear in My heavenly
abode and forgive their sins and heal their land (2
Chronicles 7:14).
“But you, when you pray, go into your room, and
when you have shut your door, pray to your Father
who is in the secret place; and your Father who sees
in secret will reward you openly. And when you
pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do.
For they think that they will be heard for their many
words. Therefore, do not be like them. For your
Father knows the things you have need of before
you ask Him. In this manner, therefore, pray: Our
Father in heaven, hallowed be your name (Matthew
6:6-9).
“If a man sees that he has prayed without answer,
he should continue praying” (Berakot 32).
9. When should we pray?
So let him live, and receive gold of Sheba; let prayers
for him be said always, blessings on him invoked at
all times (Psalm 72:15; cf. Psalm 32:6; Daniel
6:13).
“Let not your prayer be a matter of ﬁxed routine,
but heartfelt supplication for mercy at the Divine
footstool” (Mishnah Berakot 5.1).
10. Why should we study the word of God?
For this is not a triﬂing thing for you: it is your very
life; through it you shall long endure on the land
that you are to possess upon crossing the Jordan
(Deuteronomy 32:47; cf. Proverbs 4:20-23).
“A student of Torah is like a seed planted within
a fertile lump of earth: if it sprouts, it grows”
(Taanit 4).
11. How should we study the word of God?
But take utmost care and watch yourselves
scrupulously, so that you do not forget the things
that you saw with your own eyes and so that they
do not fade from your mind as long as you live.
And make them known to your children and to
your children’s children: The day you stood before
the LORD your God at Horeb, when the LORD
said to Me, “Gather the people to Me that I may let
them hear My words, in order that they may learn
to revere Me as long as they live on earth, and may
so teach their children” (Deuteronomy 4:9-10).
But he said, “More than that, blessed are those who
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hear the word of God and keep it!” (Luke 11:28).
“The Torah gives life to him who makes use of its
light” (Ketubot, III).
12. How can we reach the ideal choice of life?
Cast away all the transgressions by which you have
oﬀended, and get yourselves a new heart and a
new spirit, that you may not die, O House of Israel
(Ezekiel 18:31; cf. Psalm 51:10-11; John 3:3-5).
13. What will God do for those who decide to
choose life?
But such is the covenant I will make with the House
of Israel after these days - declares the LORD: I
will put My Teaching into their inmost being and
inscribe it upon their hearts. Then I will be their
God, and they shall be My people ( Jeremiah 31:33;
cf. Ezekiel 11:19-20).
“Repentance makes man a new creation; hitherto
dead through sin,he is fashioned afresh”(Midrash
Tehillim 18).
14. What symbolic act in Judaism and in early
Christianity has signiﬁed this new commitment
for choosing life with God?
Therefore we were buried with Him through
baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised
from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we
also should walk in newness of life (Romans 6:4).
“One who sets his heart on becoming clean
becomes clean as soon as he has immersed
himself, although nothing new has befallen his
body” (Maimonides, Yod Mikvaot, 11:12).
15. What are the promises that are associated
with this choice of life?
For I command you this day, to love the LORD
your God, to walk in His ways, and to keep His
commandments, His laws, and His rules, that you
may thrive and increase, and that the LORD your
God may bless you in the land that you are about
to enter and possess (Deuteronomy 30:16; cf. vs.
20).
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life.
He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall
live ( John 11:25).

Shabbat Shalom: Is forgiveness diﬃcult?

Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: Forgiveness can
begrantedatanytimeandforanyreason,nomatter
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: Forgiveness goes
how monstrous the oﬀense, evidently. There are
against every natural human instinct that a
those who have survived genocide who aﬃrm that
serious or even a minor oﬀense awakens. The
they have forgiven their persecutors. A few years
ﬁrst thing that an injustice creates in a victim is
back I taught a seminar entitled “Forgiveness
the need for moral action (i.e., justice). But it can
and Culture.” One of the assignments included
just as easily create the need for immoral action
a visit to the Simon Wiesenthal Museum of
(i.e., revenge). Both the
Tolerance in Los Angeles.
former and the latter make Students came back amazed at Studentscamebackamazed
forgiveness diﬃcult, but the the testimonies of some Holocaust at the testimonies of
level of diﬃculty in forgiving
some Holocaust survivors
may also depend on the survivors who stated that they had who stated that they had
personality of the victim. forgiven the German people and forgiven the German
Some scholars have found
people and even Hitler.
that it is more diﬃcult for even Hitler.
How could this be? Some
certain personalities to forgive than for others.
said that they could no longer carry the burden
There are laid-back personalities who wonder
of hatred because it was interfering with their
what all the fuss is about. And then there are
ability to live healthy lives. Others stated that, for
those who remember in the minutest of detail
them, carrying hatred in their heart was placing
every tiny oﬀense that was ever perpetrated
them at a moral plane beneath their persecutors
against them and refuse to get over it. Living
and that they could no longer see themselves
a life of “debt-collecting” makes forgiveness
debased in this way. Later in the quarter a young
impossible, unless the debt-collector is willing
Rwandan Tutsi shared the hair-raising story
to take the leap of faith and release his or her
of her brush with death. Had it not been that
debtors from the bottomless debt owed them.
she and her family promised their would-be
assassins that they would not take revenge after
Forgiveness is also diﬃcult because our instincts
the massacres, they would have lost their lives.
of pride (“Why should I humiliate myself this
It never ceases to amaze me what humans are
way?He/Shestartedit!”),fear(“Whatwillpeople
capable of forgiving! Forgiveness is exercised in
think of me?”), and anger (“He/She won’t get
the most extreme of dastardly circumstances.
oﬀ the hook that easily.”) get in the
Why? Because I believe we are
way. We will often sacriﬁce almost It is more difﬁcult for hard-wired to forgive. We are the
anything, including personal inner certain personalities to most miserable when we withhold
peace and even our physical health,
it and the most prosperous, in
to be right in our own minds. forgive than for others. every sense of the word, when we
Forgiveness asks the question: Is it
give it.
more important ultimately to be right or to be
at peace? We almost feel guilty answering that
Shabbat Shalom: Yet the New Testament
peace should in any way override justice, and
says that only the sin against the Spirit is
yet Jesus in all His teachings gives much more
unforgivable. Could you comment on that?
importance to the virtues of forgiveness and
Would that mean that when we commit
peace than those of theological accuracy (being
crimes against other humans, even children,
right).
we may be forgiven, but not when we oﬀend
the invisible God?
Shabbat Shalom: When can forgiveness be
granted according to the Christian ideals? Are
there crimes that are unforgivable?
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Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: God’s forgiveness
be just and righteous with everyone, not just the
operates diﬀerently than human forgiveness
privileged. And His mercy appeals to humans
because the entities in relationship are diﬀerent.
to be merciful with the lowly. In other words,
The relationship of Creator and creature was the
forgiveness, as Bonhoeﬀer reminds us, is not
issue at hand when Job demanded an explanation
cheap. It costs something—the sacriﬁce of our
as to why he was suﬀering so senselessly ( Job
pride to reach out to the undeserving oﬀender
10:2). In the end, Job acknowledges that, despite
and the sacriﬁce of our judgmental impatience to
his faithful attendance to rituals and religious
extend mercy to the repeat oﬀender. To forgive is
duty, he really did not know God. Likewise, it is
to enter into true discipleship.
diﬃcult for us to understand God’s forgiveness.
God’s forgiveness is inﬁnite, yet He has chosen
Shabbat Shalom: Can forgiving ever be
that it should be limited by human free will.
immoral or lead to injustice?
Such freedom to accept or not accept God’s love
and forgiveness are the maximum
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: A
It is difficult for us
manifestation of God’s love.When
misunderstanding of forgiveness
Jesus declared that there was only
can be dangerous. I’ve shown
to understand God’s
one unforgivable sin, He meant
how there are transactions that
forgiveness.
that the free-will act of rejecting
pass for forgiveness—forgetting,
any and all the appeals of God to the human
excusing, denying, ignoring, or diminishing the
conscience was a human act He is determined
importance of an oﬀense. It is these false forms
to respect. Forgiveness and reconciliation is not
of forgiveness that can throw the victim back
the same thing. God can still extend love and
into a bad situation to be hurt or even killed.
forgiveness to the hardened human heart because
If forgiveness is misunderstood as letting the
forgiveness is His to give. But it is this hardened
oﬀender oﬀ the hook or as not holding him/her
heart that wills not to be in a relationship with
accountable, the victim is exposed to further
God. In the sense that such a human chooses
damage. These and other misinterpretations of
not to have God in his or her life, this act is
forgiveness can lead to injustices and the immoral
unforgivable because it places the human in an
fruits of conﬂict. Simply because true forgiveness
irreconcilable position with respect to God. This
is an intentional act of the human will to release a
is not because God wouldn’t be able or willing to
wrongdoer from guilt does not mean it approves
be reconciled, but because He can’t. Out of love,
of the ill perpetrated nor should the oﬀender
He has determined not to stand in the way of the
believe he/she is free to continue abusing the
free will of earthly men and women.
victim’s kindness. As it states in Romans 2:4,
God’s kindness and forbearance are meant to
Shabbat Shalom: How do the biblical
lead the sinner to repentance, not more abuse.
concepts of justice and mercy play a role in the
Likewise, human forgiveness is meant to remedy
experience of forgiveness?
the damage, not exacerbate it. It is precisely that
intentionality of forgiveness that acknowledges
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: They are pivotal
the seriousness of the oﬀense, seeks to remedy
to the function of forgiveness. On the one hand,
the damage, and, moved by the higher virtues,
mercy is what prompts the injured party to extend
chooses to release the oﬀender from the debt.
forgiveness to an undeserving perpetrator. On
It is the intentional, noble, and gratuitous
the other hand, justice is what drives the victim
generosity of this act that is meant to transform
to confront the wrongdoer, to remember in order
or, at least, trump the wicked intentions of the
to acknowledge the existence and the pain of the
oﬀender. Forgiveness is not in any way approving
oﬀense, and to seek restitution through whatever
of the wrong perpetrated; it strongly disapproves
legitimate means are available to her. All through
of the wrong, but acknowledges what Hannah
Holy Scripture God’s character is presented in
Arendt calls “the irreversibility of history.” It
this tension between justice and mercy that is
recognizes that there is no going back to undo
forgiveness. God is forgiving because He is both
the damage done, to resurrect the lives lost, or
just and merciful. His justice calls on humans to
to reverse the cruelty suﬀered. Only forgiveness
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can take the necessary leap into a healing zone
from a place of unspeakable hurt. Without it,
we are forever doomed to be chained to that
one, horriﬁc event in our past. Can forgiveness
be interpreted by others as an act of injustice
or even cruelty? Yes. Particularly since people
looking from the outside may be outraged at
what seems a gratuitous oﬀering that leaves the
victim unrequited. Forgiveness is a very private
matter and cannot be judged rightly, except by
those involved.

negative emotions connected with the trauma of
the oﬀense with positive ones—using empathy
or reframing to de-stress the physical body. It is
worthwhile to remember the injunction in John
8:32—the truth is what sets us free. We cannot
be set free is we are not willing to remember and
face the truth of what happened.
Shabbat Shalom: What are the conditions
for forgiveness?

Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: According to
some thinkers, such as Jacques Derrida, the
only condition for forgiveness is the victim’s
willingness to forgive. Nothing else can be called
forgiveness: no transactions, no expectations
of restitution, nothing. In a sense, he’s right.
Confrontation, repentance, confession, seeking
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: One of the classic
restitution—all of these are not yet forgiveness.
forgiveness truisms is forgive and forget. On the
They are the conditions for forgiveness. In the
contrary, true forgiveness is the result of painful,
Christian faith it is God who ﬁrst oﬀered true
but necessary remembering. That is, in order
forgiveness. That overarching and far-reaching
to make the decision to
charizomai or forgiveness
release the debtor from Human forgiveness is meant to remedy
of God was extended
the debt, there must
on the cross to everyone
be careful, responsible the damage, not exacerbate it.
and anyone who would
remembering that will
claim it. It was given
make it clear to the victim that an oﬀense or
while our backs were turned to Him and it was
a crime was in fact committed. Without this
oﬀered unconditionally. The Bible, on the other
process of acknowledgment, there is nothing to
hand, teaches that there are conditions that
forgive! Going back to the story of David and
need to be met in order for God’s forgiveness
Saul, it was important for David to remember
to become operable in the human life. Aphiemi
that Saul represented an ongoing danger, but
or that aspect of forgiveness that calls for selfthat did not mean that he should withhold his
analysis, acknowledgment of sin, repentance,
forgiveness. Having said that, there is something
and confession is what activates the free gift of
one must forget: the feelings of anger and hurt
forgiveness.
that were created by the oﬀense. It is these that
wreak the most havoc in the body and mind of
In his Pentecost sermon, Peter’s words cut his
the injured party. Once the forgiveness decision
listeners to the quick. When they asked what
has been made, over time, the hurt feelings begin
they needed to do to make up for the harm
to diminish until the body and mind are at peace
they had perpetrated against the Son of God,
or, as the HeartMath Institute calls it, the whole
Peter did not read oﬀ a list of ways to change
body is in homeostasis.
the past. He simply told
True forgiveness is the result of painful, them to repent. With
It is Everett Worthington, but necessary remembering.
that the forgiveness of
Jr., who has rightly noted
God would become
that transgressions are stressful. When a trauma
activated to erase the past as though it had never
takes place, the brain secretes a substance called
happened. Confession is the verbalization of
cortisole which in turn creates a memory. Attempts
one’s repentance—putting words and actions to
to forget are counterproductive to a body that is
that from which one repents. Biblically speaking,
screaming to remember! He suggests replacing
it’s not enough to cast the mantle of forgetfulness
Shabbat Shalom: The title of your book
is signiﬁcant: “I Forgive You, But….” Is it
possible to forgive and yet not forget? Or,
reversely, is forgiveness based on forgetting
real forgiveness?
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over a wrong. There must be recognition of the
strategies that allow the oﬀender to be seen as
wrong done, the intention never to repeat it, and
generous, kind, and patient—that is, possessing
evidences of a changed life.
the virtues that he or she
Beauty is the result of opposites
That is forgiveness.
once had or that the victim
chooses
to see the oﬀender
working in harmony.
The operations of God’s
as possessing. Projecting
forgiveness are not the same as those between
these virtues onto an oﬀender, even when he or
humans. Whereas God’s forgiveness is such that
she is not currently demonstrating them, is a way
each oﬀense is new because He has forgotten
of drawing out what is best in both the oﬀender
the last one, humans must remember, not so
and the victim.
much the speciﬁc wrongs, but the fact that the
forgiven perpetrator can be a future source of
In my book I relate the story of my own
harm. The biblical maxim “Harmless as doves
experience with reframing. As newlyweds, my
but wise as serpents” applies to the realities of
husband, Reynir, and I attended classes in New
human relations as they relate to forgiveness.
York City at the Aesthetic Realism center. This
Just as it is the better part of wisdom to keep a
educational philosophy, developed by Eli Siegel,
pedophile away from children, just so it is wise to
teaches that we are all like paintings in which
keep “juicy news” away from a forgiven slanderer.
beauty is the result of opposites working in
Nevertheless, the gift of forgiveness is given with
harmony. In order to be at peace with a diﬃcult
the understanding that this may not be the last
person, we must cease to limit our view of them
time the injured party will have to dole out this
only from their dark side, but rather look at them
gift to his or her oﬀender.
with all their opposites in harmony, the positive
and the negative.
Shabbat Shalom: What advice would you
give to someone who is seeking to forgive, but
My ﬁrst assignment was to think of a person with
is struggling to do so? Are there things the
whom I was angry at the time and write down
victim can do to help himself/herself move
all of his defects. At the time I was upset with
towards forgiveness?
my brother, Ralph, with whom I had historically
a rather rocky relationship. Our relationship
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: Yes, fortunately
was at an all-time low and I had no problem
there is something very fundamental that a
making a long list of his shortcomings. When I
person can do to begin the forgiveness journey.
returned with my assignment completed, I was
First of all, there has to be a desire to forgive. I
then instructed to go home and write a virtue for
have a dear friend for whom it took twenty years
every defect I had written down. Needless to say,
and a physical illness to get to this important ﬁrst
my team of teachers did not see me for another
step. This decision can come as a result of what
three months! However, when I did ﬁnally
I call “grudge fatigue,” that is, the injured party
ﬁnish this task, I had succeeded in reframing
or even the perpetrator have become weary of
my brother so that it was very much easier not
carrying about feelings of anger, resentment, or
only to forgive him, but to see my own frailties
guilt, and now want to release themselves from
more clearly. Taking responsibility for my own
the unpleasant burden. If you consider the case
contributions to conﬂicts with my brother was the
of Jacob and Esau, the latter met his brother with
most challenging part of this process. Christian
open arms, even knowing that Jacob had not
forgiveness scholars suggest that in order to
apologized for what he had done. Both brothers
forgive, we, the victims, must be willing to give up
had reached the point where they desired to
the notion of our complete innocence. In any hostility
forgive and be forgiven.
between adults, both parties must be willing to
acknowledge their contribution to the conﬂict. In
The decision to forgive can also come from
Saying of the Fathers, Abba Poemen rightly exhorts
what some forgiveness scholars call “reframing.”
us to “Let go of a small part of your righteousness
This process consists of looking at the oﬀender
and in a few days, you will be at peace” (quoted in
with diﬀerent eyes, as it were. It employs mental
Christianity Today, May 2006, p. 54).
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Shabbat Shalom: In your dealings with
Christians, what is the most recurring obstacle
in the Christian community for forgiveness?

and letting God” will achieve more than all their
demands for recompense.

Finally, the greatest obstacle to forgiveness I ﬁnd
is a lack of trust in God. God is perceived as
insuﬃcient to take care of the oﬀender and/or
the oﬀense. Victims feel that something must be
done to exonerate themselves or clear their name
or demand restitution. Of course, a victim can
use legitimate means, including the courts of
the land, to do these things. However, no court
settlement can release a victim from what Marilyn
Meberg has called the “inner concentration camp”
of anger (see The Zippered Heart). Forgiveness
belongs to a grace-oriented Christianity rather
than a works-oriented one. If victim believe that
their works are what will save them, it will be
extremely diﬃcult for them to understand the
liberating power of forgiveness. It will always
seem wrong to them, somehow, that “letting go

My understanding of forgiveness is that my act of
generosity toward my oﬀender beneﬁts me most
since it is I who has been left with the heaviest
load of anger and guilt. As self-serving as that
may seem, it’s a legitimate way of looking at the
matter. It is often the case that the perpetrator is
not even aware that he or she has caused harm.
Even if such perpetrators are aware, they don’t
care whether or not they did harm. In either
case, the victim is left holding the bag. Is the
victim doomed to carry that bag all the rest of
his or her life? Yes, unless a decision is made to
let it go. What is interesting is that most people
don’t realize that they always have the power to
let go of that poisonous bag. That power is called
forgiveness.

Shabbat Shalom: Is it always necessary for
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: The demand for
forgiveness to occur?
justice (or revenge) and restitution. Even when
people realize that there is no such thing as full
Dr. Morales-Gudmundsson: If inner peace, as
restitution or full justice, there is a reluctance to
well as mental and physical health,is necessary,then
forgive because there is this nagging notion that
forgiveness is necessary. That is, if unforgiveness
they are giving something to their oﬀender that
is stealing my mental peace or inﬂicting an
he/she does not deserve. This attitude arises
illness on my body, and I know that forgiveness
from the idea that only those who deserve love
can release the grip of a past oﬀense on my life, I
and kindness should receive it. Jesus once said
would see forgiveness not only as necessary, but
that if we love only those who love us, how
as indispensable. This is certainly the case for the
are we diﬀerent from
Christian.
unbelievers? In most
Let go of a small part of your righteousness
cases, however, once
I’ve had people ask me if
and in a few days, you will be at peace.
people understand that
just walking away from
giving their oﬀender
a diﬃcult relationship
freedom from the debt they owe beneﬁts the
is enough. I answer that walking away is
victim, people are willing to at least consider the
important in the case of danger to the victim.
possibility of forgiveness.
But this escape mechanism won’t substitute for
forgiveness. Walking away is a form of running
The demand for fairness from life is another
away, reﬂecting an unwillingness to face up to
typical obstacle to forgiveness. The insistence
the problem. Forgiveness is not afraid to look
that life should/must be fair gets people stuck
the oﬀense squarely in the face. It is intentional
so they can’t move beyond the oﬀense. Yet
in facing the truth, seeking redress, if possible,
another obstacle is pride and selﬁshness. “What
and, ultimately, letting go of hurtful feelings.
will people think of me if I let this person oﬀ
Forgiveness goes beyond justice and merely
the hook?” “Will I look like a weakling or a
“dropping the matter” by intentionally wishing
push-over?” “People won’t respect me.” Concerns
the oﬀender well. It’s not a mere letting go, but
over one’s reputation in the community create a
a taking up of good will and good wishes where
barrier to forgiveness.
once there was resentment.
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Cosmic

FORGIVENESS
T h e R i d d l e o f t h e S e r p e n t i n G e n e s i s 3 : 15
By Jacques B. Doukhan
Editor, Shabbat Shalom

T

he ﬁrst forgiveness recorded in the
Bible is given in the heart of the
tragic event of the fall of the ﬁrst man
and woman, and takes the form of a
prophecy. After the Creation stories (Genesis
1-2), Genesis 3 depicts the ﬁrst human failure
to obey God’s ﬁrst and only commandment
which was given in Genesis 2 in the context of
the creation of the ﬁrst man and woman. The
Hebrew verb tsavah, “to command”, from which
the word mitzvah,“commandment”, is used here:
“And the Lord God commanded, ‘of every tree
of the garden you may freely eat; but of the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not
eat” (Genesis 2:16-17). The consequence of
this disobedience was then clearly spelled out:
“In the day that you eat of it you shall surely die”
(Genesis 2:17). Now that Adam and Eve have
eaten the fruit, they can only expect death and
evil: this perspective is immediately conﬁrmed
in the following texts which speak of a cursed
nature full of “thorns and thistles” (Genesis
3:17-18) and of the ﬁrst human violence and the
ﬁrst death of a human (Genesis 4).
The ﬁrst prophecy stands out then against the
background of the ﬁrst human experience of
hopelessness, perhaps the greatest hopelessness
of all, since it concerns the fate of humankind
and of the human world. The prophecy sounds
like a riddle:“And I will put enmity between you
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and the woman, and between your seed and her
seed. He shall bruise your head and you shall
bruise his heel” (Genesis 3:15).

Structure
The structure of chapter 3 clearly shows the
author’s intent in bringing this oracle out as the
very center of the story:
A vv. 1-5 Serpent-Woman alone (God is absent)
forbiddance to eat from the tree
B vv. 6-8 Adam-Eve; clothes
C vv. 9-13 God-Adam-Eve
D vv. 14-15 God-Serpent:
Prophecy
C1 vv. 16-19 God-Eve-Adam
B1 vv. 20-21 Adam-Eve; clothes
A1 vv. 22-24 God alone
forbiddance to eat from the tree

The ideas of the whole passage (Genesis 3)
are organized according to a chiastic structure,
a literary device, which was often used in the
Bible and in Ancient Near Eastern literature. In
a chiasmus, a sequence ABC is followed by its
reverse CBA, “focusing attention on the central
element,”1 in this instance D (3:14-15). This
stylistic observation insists then on a careful
reading of this single, small unit D, which
contains our prophecy.

The thematic structure and the word rhythm
of this text suggest two strophes. After an
introductory statement (or “anacrusis”) of three
words, the ﬁrst strophe (v. 14) progresses in six
lines with an irregular word rhythm2 (2, 2, 3, 3,
2, 3):
Anacrusis: “Because you have done this”
(3 words)
1. “Cursed you are” (2 words)
2. “More than all cattle” (2 words)
3. “And more than every beast of the ﬁeld” (3
words)
4. “On your belly you shall go” (3 words)
5. “And you shall eat dust” (2 words)
6. “All the days of your life” (3 words)
After an anacrusis of one word, the second
strophe (v. 15) progresses in four lines with a
regular word rhythm (4, 4, 3, 3):
Anacrusis: “Enmity” (1 word)
1. “I will put between you and the woman” (4
words)
2. “Between your seed and her seed” (4 words)
3. “He shall bruise your head” (3 words)
4. “And you shall bruise his heel” (3 words)

The Serpent

The ﬁrst enigma concerns the object of the
curse: Why a Serpent? We must ﬁrst notice that
our text does not speak of an ordinary serpent
among others. The word “serpent” is deﬁnite.
The oracle is concerned with “the serpent” (3:14;
cf. 1-2, 4, 13); the animal is thus individualized.
This terminology implies then that this Serpent
is unique and is familiar to us. The writer, along
with the reader, is supposed to know what
(whom) we are talking about. This Serpent
belongs to the universal domain. The language
of the curse conﬁrms this ﬁrst impression. The
curse places it over all the animals. The Serpent
is more cursed “than all cattle, and more than
every beast of the ﬁeld” (v. 14). The word “all”
(kol) is here repeated three times (all the cattle,
all beasts of the ﬁeld, all the days). And we know
that in our context this very word is loaded
with universalistic overtones.3 The Serpent
represents a speciﬁc individual who transcends
the ordinary domain of nature and points to a
universal or even supernatural being. Indeed the
Bible, along with the Ancient Near Eastern texts
as well as the Jewish and Christian traditions,
has associated the Serpent with the supernatural
and cosmic power of evil.

The late Umberto Cassuto, a former professor at
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, understood
The contrast between the two strophes is not only
the serpent as “the symbol of evil,” “the foe of
indicated through the change of rhythm but also
man.”4 Also, the very fact that this enemy is
through the change of thematic orientation. The
represented by a serpent, whose characteristic
ﬁrst strophe is negative and contains a message
feature is precisely to go on its belly and hence
of hopelessness, which
eat dust, already suggests
concerns the Serpent.
the fateful defeat of this
The ﬁrst prophecy stands out then
The second strophe is
enemy. This particular
against the background of the ﬁrst
positive and contains
imagery,
which
is
a message of hope for
borrowed from military
human experience of hopelessness.
humankind. In fact,
language, is indeed often
this is the only positive word of the chapter—a
used in the Bible to express the idea of victory
window of light in the dark.
over the enemy (Psalm 72:9; Micah 7:16-17;
Isaiah 49:23; cf. ANET p. 87, 107).
All these stylistic features aim at the same purpose:
they bring out the importance of our passage and
Since the Serpent represents evil, the curse against
provide along the way a framework and speciﬁc
the Serpent means a blessing for humankind.
clue to orient our walk into the mysterious
For humankind, it contains a message of hope
language of the prophetic oracle. What does
and victory over evil.
the Serpent mean? Who is ﬁghting against the
Serpent? And what does this ﬁght mean?
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The Fight

of the Serpent would cost the life of the one who
The next verse elaborates on this process of
killed it.
victory. Two adversaries attack each other. The
image describing the course of the ﬁght suggests
The operation is reminiscent of the mysterious
that the two lethal aggressions belong to the
mechanism of the levitical sacriﬁce where the
same operation. The heel
forgiveness and hence the
is hit while the head is Forgiveness and hence the life of the life of the sinner costs the
crushed. In fact, the heel sinner costs the life of the animal.
life of the animal. This
is hit simply because it is
allusion to the levitical
with the heel that the Serpent has been hit. The
sacriﬁce should not be surprising in this context,
two deaths are simultaneous and are dependent
for an actual sacriﬁce is performed right there
on each other. Moreover, the play on words
after the curse. In a dramatic gesture, God
which makes the two attacks echo each other
comes down and cuts garments for Adam and
on the same word shûf, conﬁrms this view: “He
Eve: “Also for Adam and his wife the Lord God
shall bruise (shûf) your head and you shall bruise
made tunics of skin and clothed them” (Genesis
(shûf) his heel.” It is noteworthy that the two
3:21).
words derive from the same root (shûf = bruise).
This literary device clearly backs up the intention
This act of God is loaded with meaning. Certainly
to relate the two aggressions. It is suggested then
the intention of the divine act is not merely to
that these two actions, though one was a bite
cover Adam and Eve’s nudity. Adam and Eve did
and the other a crushing, are identiﬁed with each
not need this protection since they had already
other within the same event.
clothed themselves with ﬁg leaves (Genesis 3:7).
The reason for God’s action is to be explained
Note also that while only the head and the heel
from a cultic perspective. The language which
are mentioned, each antagonist is reached in the
describes the divine dressing is borrowed from
totality of his person. A literal translation of the
the cultic domain. It is, indeed, signiﬁcant that
verse will render better this intention of the text:
on the rare occasions when God dresses humans
“He will bruise you, yeshûfkﬀ, [as to] the head
in the Old Testament, it always concerns the
and you will bruise
dressing of priests
The process of forgiveness and hence the
him, teshûfennû, [as
either directly by
to] the heel.” In other
God Himself (Psalm
redemption of mankind will be achieved
words the shûf aﬀects
132:16; 2 Chronicles
through the process of a sacriﬁce.
ultimately the “you” or
6:41) or through
the “him” and not just
Moses
(Exodus
the head or the heel. In Psalm 139:11, the only
28:41; 29:8; 40:13-14; Leviticus 8:13). And
other biblical passage where this word is used,
in our passage, the verb describing the act of
it also aﬀects the person: “If I say, ‘Surely the
dressing (lbsh) in its Hiphîl form is the very same
darkness shall [shûf] me.’”
technical term which is used for the dressing
of the priests (Exodus 28:41; Leviticus 8:7;
Whatever the meaning of the word shûf may
Numbers 20:28; etc.).6 In addition, the Hebrew
be, it is clear that the context here suggests a
word for “tunic” (ketﬀnet) is the same as the one
negative meaning. A cognate word is found in
which designated the priestly garment (Exodus
the Arabic language, shaﬀa, where it applies to
28:39; 39:27). Adam and Eve are dressed like
a cloud approaching and “skimming over the
priests, with one diﬀerence, however: instead
earth,”5 with the idea of erasing and making
of the ﬁne linen that characterizes the priestly
garment (Exodus 28:39), God chooses animal
disappear. The biblical and extrabiblical usage
skin. This speciﬁcation implies the killing of an
of the verb shûf suggests then that in our text it
animal, hence a sacriﬁce, the ﬁrst in history. The
must also be understood in the negative sense
lesson contained in the divine action parallels
of death and disappearance: “He will make you
and conﬁrms the lesson implied in the ﬁght
die or disappear [by] the head and you will make
between the Seed and the Serpent: the process
him die or disappear [by] the heel.” The killing
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of forgiveness and hence the redemption of
mankind will be achieved through the process of
a sacriﬁce.

The Fighter

One would expect that the object of the curse
would involve the Serpent and the woman, since
both are the actual actors of the scene. Yet,
although the Serpent is the direct object of the
curse, it is the Seed of the woman that he will
have to ﬁght. It is interesting to note that the
Hebrew word for “seed” zera is usually connected
to a male. Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 16:10 are the
only cases where the “seed” is applied to a woman.
In the latter passage, the intention is quite clear
to suggest that Hagar’s son is not intended to be
the son of the promise, the “blessed” posterity of
Abraham (see Genesis 22:2 where Isaac is called
“your only [the Hebrew means “unique” and
“specially dear”] son”). The text of Genesis 3:15
intends, therefore, to show that the seed involves
here exceptionally the woman rather than the
man. Also the fact that the Serpent is ﬁghting
against the Seed and not the man suggests that
the ﬁght belongs to a time that goes beyond the
time of the woman and means that the killing of
the Serpent, hence the event of the redemption
of mankind, will take place only in a distant
future.
Now, who or what is then meant by the word
“seed”? Should this word be understood in a
collective sense, meaning mankind or a people,
Israel, for instance, or in a particular sense,
meaning a speciﬁc person? It is interesting to note
that in the next line the seed has been replaced
by the personal pronoun “he” (in Hebrew, hû)
which is the actual subject of the verb “bruise”
(shûf). This “he” receives a special emphasis in
the structure of the paragraph and the syntax
of the phrase: it appears as the exact center of
the strophe at the very moment when the poetic
rhythm shifts from four beats to three. It is the
hinge of the passage. Moreover, it is the ﬁrst word
in the phrase; it occurs before the Imperfect form
of the verb, a word order which is quite unusual.
Normally, in the Hebrew phrase, the subject
follows the verb, especially if the latter is in an
Imperfect form, unless emphasis is intended.
This accent on the “he” has not escaped the

ancient rabbis of the Septuagint, who translated
the Hebrew pronoun hû (“he”) with the Greek
pronoun autos: “And I will put enmity between
thee and the woman and between thy seed or
her seed, he (autos) shall watch against thy head,
and thou shall watch against his heel.”1 Out of
the 103 passages where the Hebrew pronoun
hû (he) is translated in the Septuagint, Genesis
3:15 is the only occurrence where it does not
agree with its immediate antecedent. Indeed
the Greek form of the pronoun (autos) refers
neither to the woman (it is not feminine), nor to
the Seed (it is not neuter), but it refers instead to
a male individual. This syntactical irregularity
shows that the translators had in mind a speciﬁc
person, a man in real history.
Decoding the text, as it is, and analyzing the data
it provides gives then the following scenario.
Against the background of hopelessness, the
fall of mankind and the cosmic perspective
of death and evil, this biblical text announces
the future salvation of mankind in prophetic
terms. According to this text, the redemption of
mankind will necessarily imply a ﬁght that will
oppose the seed of the woman, that is a “man” to
be born in the future, with the present serpent.
The victory over the serpent will cost, however,
the death of this ﬁghter. This prophecy remains
still a riddle. In order to understand it, we need
therefore to turn to other biblical texts, which
refer to it and will thus provide us with the key
to interpret it.

Genesis 3:15 interpreted by the Bible
1. The connection with Genesis 4:25
The ﬁrst biblical text which refers to our
messianic text is found just a few verses later
in Genesis 4:25. Indeed the word ashît, “I will
put” of Genesis 3:15, reappears in the name
Seth (in Hebrew sht) and also in the very verb
from which this name derives, namely “sht”
(appointed). Moreover, in both passages, this
word is associated with the same word “seed”
(zera):
These clear echoes and the same association of
words which even follows in the same sequence
call for a reading of Genesis 3:15 in connection
with Genesis 4:25.
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The redemption that is outlined in Genesis 3:15
will be achieved through the same mechanism
that is implied in Genesis 4:25. The Seed of
Genesis 4:25 belongs to the human line (from
Seth); it is a human seed and yet it depends on
divine intervention. The Seed is “put” (shzt) by
God.

is mentioned in 2 Samuel 7:12-13 in Psalm 89:4,
29, 36 (Heb. vv. 5, 30, 37). It is also signiﬁcant
that the same word “seed” (zera) is applied by
Psalm 89 to the same Davidic covenant that is
mentioned in 2 Samuel 7:12-13 (see Psalm 89:4,
29, 36; Heb. vv. 5, 30 37).

It is clear indeed that Psalm 89 refers to 2 Samuel
The ﬁrst lesson of this connection between
7. Both texts deal with the same hope, the future
the two texts is that the fulﬁllment of the
establishment of God’s covenant with the seed
promise given in Genesis 3:15 is guaranteed.
of David.
First because the seed of Genesis 3:15 will be
channeled through Seth the only surviving son
“When your days are fulﬁlled and you rest with
of Eve and Adam, the only possible link between
your fathers, I will set up your seed after you, who
them and the rest of human posterity. Second,
will come from your body, and I will establish his
because it implies that God Himself will control
kingdom. He shall build a house for My name,
the operation. In Genesis 4, it is God who
and I will establish the throne of his kingdom
appoints (shzt) the seed. Through the ﬁght against the Serpent, the forever” (2 Samuel 7:1213).
Another lesson from the Messiah, son of David, identiﬁed with God
connection between these Himself, will provide cosmic forgiveness “Your seed I will establish
two passages concerns
forever, and build up your
the nature of the Seed. and in the same process achieve victory throne to all generations”
Since the word “seed” in
(Psalm 89:4)
Genesis 4:25 does not over death and evil.
carry a corporate meaning and refers instead to
The two passages share the same basic common
a speciﬁc individual, Seth, it may be concluded
concern and keywords. Both passages insist on
that likewise the Seed in the parallel text of
the same idea that this seed will “endure forever.”
Genesis 3:15 may refer to a speciﬁc individual.
In 2 Samuel 7, the term “forever” (ad-olam)
appears seven times (2 Samuel 7: 13, 16, 24, 25,
2. The connection with 2 Samuel 7:12-13
26, 29 [2 times]). In Psalm 89, the same term
It is also noteworthy that we ﬁnd the same
“forever” is also used seven times: four times in
conﬁguration in 2 Samuel 7:12-13, a text
relation to the “seed” (v. 4; Heb. v. 5), v. 29 (Heb.
dealing with the Davidic covenant: “I will set up
v. 30), vv. 36-37 (Heb. vv. 37-38), and three times
your seed after you, who will come from your
in relation to mercy (hesed) in v. 1 (Heb. v. 2), v. 2
body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall
(Heb. v. 3), and 28 (Heb. v. 29). The same words
build a house for My name, and I will establish
are used to qualify this covenant: “mercy” (hesed)
the throne of his kingdom forever.” There also
in 2 Samuel 7:15 (cf. Psalm 89: 1 [Heb. v. 2], 2
the personal pronoun “he” (hû) stands for the
[Heb. v. 3], 14 [Heb. v. 15], 24, [Heb. v. 25], 28
antecedent “seed,” and is the actual subject of the
[Heb. v. 29], 49 [Heb. v. 50] and “establish” (kun)
verb which describes the fulﬁllment of the divine
in 2 Samuel 7:12, 13, 16 (cf. Psalm 89:2 [Heb. v.
promise. Here also the Septuagint translates
3], 4 [Heb. v. 5], 14 [Heb. v. 15], 21 [Heb v. 22]).
with the same pronoun, autos (he), referring
It is also interesting to note that the Davidic
to a speciﬁc human individual. Here also the
“seed” is explicitly identiﬁed in Psalms 89 as the
pronoun is emphasized as it appears before the
Messiah (v. 38 [Heb. v. 39], v. 51 [Heb. v. 52]).
Imperfect form of the verb. It seems, indeed,
that 2 Samuel 7:12-13 is alluding to Genesis
3. The connection with Psalm 110
3:15 and applies this old promise to the future
This tradition of interpretation is also attested in
posterity of David. It is also signiﬁcant that the
Psalm 110, where the very words of Genesis 3:15
same word “seed” (zera) is applied by Ethan’s
are recaptured and directly applied to the Davidic
commentary to the very Davidic covenant that
Messiah. The words of the Psalm (110:1) “Till
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I make your enemies” (ashît oybeyk î) are indeed
a verbal repetition of the ﬁrst words of the
Genesis promise “I will put enmity” (eybî ashît).
These are the only two texts in the Bible where
this association of words is used. Moreover it
is also related here to the same imagery of the
enemy crawling under the foot as an expression
of that same idea of victory: “Till I make your
enemies your footstool” (Psalm 110:1). Also the
familiar theme of “crushing the head” in Genesis
3:15 reappears here and is repeated twice (Psalm
110:6-7).
Lastly the characteristic interplay between the
foot and the head, which illustrates in Genesis
3:15 the process of salvation, is alluded to in
Psalm 110 through the skillful device of inclusio.
The Psalm starts with a note about “the feet” (v.
l) and concludes with a note about “the head” (vv.
6-7; cf. Psalm 68).
These numerous parallels between the two
passages suggest that the author of Psalm
110 was referring to the prophetic promise of
Genesis 3:15 and interpreted it in a “messianic”
sense. The one who was portrayed in Genesis
3:15 as crushing the Serpent is now explicitly
identiﬁed as the future Davidic Messiah. The
redeemer from the seed of Seth is now from the
seed of David. In Psalm 110, the work of the
Messiah goes even beyond the modest agenda of
Genesis 3:15. He not only crushes the enemy
(v. 1) as the Seed of Genesis 3:15, He is now
called to sit on the right hand of God to share
His kingship7 and rule with Him (Psalm 110:12). He also judges and executes kings and many
nations (5-6), having God on His right side. He
even receives a cultic function; He is a priest
serving at the head of a cortege of priests (v. 4)

and this priesthood is extended toward eternity,
“le ôlî m” (v. 4). Moreover, the interplay between
the names of the Messiah called Adoni and the
Lord called Adonai suggests even an intention to
identify the Messiah with the Lord Himself.
The messianic interpretation of Genesis 3:15
is thus well attested and conﬁrmed within the
Hebrew Bible. It contains a message of hope:
through the ﬁght against the Serpent, the
Messiah, son of David, identiﬁed with God
Himself, will provide cosmic forgiveness and in
the same process achieve victory over death and
evil.
1
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6
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Commentary, vol. 1 (Waco, TX: Word Books Publisher, 1987),
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The Concept of

FORGIVENESS
in the Pentateuch

By Gudmundur Olafsson, Ph.D.

E

veryone agrees that forgiveness is a
look at various translations of the Bible, for the
biblical concept, even though it seems to
amount of forgiveness depends on which version
be one of the least explained mysteries
is being read; anywhere from 35 times to over
of the Hebrew Bible. In 1964 a doctoral
130 with most standard translations having 70
candidate observed that “surprisingly little has
to 80 instances!
ever been written on the subject of forgiveness in
the Old Testament. In fact it has brought forth
There are mainly three Hebrew terms in the
no published work in English.”1 Some scholars
Bible translated as “forgive(ness)”: salach, kipper,
doubt if it is even found in the Old Testament.
and nasa’ . The ﬁrst is used exclusively with God
Books on Old Testament theology often ignore
as subject and mostly in context of the sanctuary.
it or give it just a paragraph or two.
It is part of the so-called “atonement formula”
God told man, “Bring your sins as it is listed in full in Leviticus
The situation is not much better
19:22,“The priest shall also make
among theologians. In the book to me, and I will carry (nasa’) atonement for him with the ram
Forgiveness of Man by Man,2 them for you.”
of the guilt oﬀering before the
published in 1989 the author
Lord for his sin which he has
explains that the book was much shorter than
committed, and the sin which he has committed
he originally intended. He anticipated that
shall be forgiven (salach) him.”
there might be some gaps in his treatment, but
he had not expected to ﬁnd such a yawning
The second term, kipper, is usually translated
gulf. He had hoped to ﬁnd much of interest in
as “atone” or “atonement.” It is also part of the
Augustine, Aquinas and Luther, besides modern
atonement formula and refers to the whole
theologians, but he was sadly disappointed. He
sanctuary process in dealing with the sin problem,
also found that ‘the discussion of forgiveness in
but it is only translated“forgive” when God is the
the literature of Christian theology and ethics is
subject as, for instance, in Deuteronomy 21: 8,
conspicuously slight.’
9: “‘Forgive (kipper) Thy people Israel whom
Thou hast redeemed, O Lord, and do not place
The problem appears to be related to the fact that
the guilt of innocent blood in the midst of Thy
scholars seem uncertain about what constitutes
people Israel’. And the bloodguiltiness shall be
forgiveness. This becomes obvious when we
forgiven (kipper) them.”
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The third term, nasa’, is the most common, but
pleads with God to forgive the people (Exodus
at the same time also the most Wrongdoing and sin are seen 32:32). Before the covenant is
ambiguous. It has a wide range
renewed God reveals himself
of meanings, the basic of which as a heavy burden which must to Moses and indicates that his
is “carry,” “sustain,” and “lift,” be carried (nasa’) to their bitter forgiving (nasa’) of sins is a part
with derived meanings such as
of his nature (Exodus 34:7).
“take away” and “remove.” Most end—death.
Based on that, God again oﬀers
dictionaries relate the concept
to (re-)enter into a covenant
of forgiveness to these derived meanings. Closer
relationship with his people (Exodus 34:10). This
study, however, shows that this is not the case.
may suggest that the concept of forgiveness (nasa’
Rather, it is directly related to the basic meaning
) is really foundational to that of the covenant,
of “carrying” or “sustaining.”
so even before there was a formal covenant there
was forgiveness.5 It is rooted in who God is, not
When Moses requested to see God (Exodus
any formal arrangement. Forgiveness can thus be
33:18-23) God responded by revealing that it
seen as both the basis for and also the outgrowth
was part of his nature/character to be a forgiver
of the covenant.6 That is why God can freely
(= carrier) of “iniquity, transgression and sin”
oﬀer it even to individuals outside of that formal
(Exodus 34:5-7). Then, in the sanctuary, which
arrangement.
represented God’s dwelling place among men
(Leviticus 26:11-13), the sin problem was also
Wrongdoing and sin are seen as a heavy burden
dealt with. In eﬀect, God told man, “Bring your
which must be carried (nasa’) to their bitter
sins to me, and I will carry (nasa’) them for you.”
end—death.7 Someone else may, however, oﬀer
Whenever the sinner brought his oﬀering, the
to take the burden and carry (nasa’) it for the
priest would assist in the reconciliation process,
wrongdoers, in which case they are “released”
bring (nasa’) the sins into God’s presence
from their burdens. They are free—forgiven.8
(Leviticus 10:17), and the sinner could return
The substitute carrier would then logically
home assured that God had accepted (salach)
take on himself the consequences. The Hebrew
him (Exodus 28:38).
language does not make any distinction between
these two “carrying-actions.” The former carrying
As we observe the concept of forgiveness in the
causes pain and suﬀering for the wrongdoer,
Pentateuch we see that it is usually activated
whereas the latter brings him relief. It is only
when there is a breach in a relationship. Such
the context that indicates the diﬀerence, but this
breach or rupture is what constitutes sin.3 When
ambiguity is lost in translation.
that happens, a healing process of forgiveness
It is tempting to see that image of carrying
is needed,4 and is mostly found in some
(nasa’) wrongdoings being drawn from the
relation to the covenant. In fact, there is a close
Hebrew people’s own experience in Egypt where
interrelationship between these two concepts,
they spent their infancy as a nation in slavery,
forgiveness and covenant. Nevertheless,
constantly carrying heavy burdens. All must carry
forgiveness is not presented as explicitly
their own burdens. That process frequently led
dependent on the existence of a covenant in the
to death of the carriers unless someone oﬀered
Pentateuch. On the other hand, the covenant is
to take/carry it for them.
twice related to the existence of forgiveness. As
God was about to introduce his covenant to the
In cultic contexts the nasa’-process was acted out
people he referred to his actions towards them
by means of a visual aid in the sanctuary service,
as those of an eagle who carried (nasa’) them to
as both the priests and the Levites substituted
himself (Exodus 19:4); an action which Moses
for the wrongdoer and symbolically removed and
later equates with forgiveness (Numbers 14:19).
carried (nasa’) his sin-burden “in” and “on” their
On that basis God oﬀers the people to enter
bodies into the sanctuary, bringing experiential
into a covenant relationship with him (Exodus
forgiveness to the wrongdoer. Once a year the
19:5-8). Similarly, when the covenant had been
accounts were closed and the accumulation of
broken, following the golden calf incident, Moses
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forgiven sins of the people were “loaded” on the
of consequences necessarily an evidence of
goat for Azazel who transported (nasa’) them
forgiveness. Forgiveness involves a personal
away from the people, out into the wilderness,
relationship, whereas consequences are
away from the camp. This is, in fact, the only
impersonal. In this process of dealing with
indication in the nasa’-process of wrongs
wrongdoing, uninvolved bystanders might be
explicitly involving a removal … The nasa’aﬀected to some extent. They might suﬀer some
process is thus not primarily a Suffering the consequences of the consequences, not because
removal of sin, even though that
they did something wrong, but
may be its ultimate goal, but of one’s wrong actions is not because they happened to be
rather a process of acceptance necessarily an evidence of the among those who did.
and restitution of an individual
absence of forgiveness.
who had faltered.
In contrast to the popular idea
which sees forgiveness only,
In non-cultic texts the nasa’-process took place
or at least primarily, as a legal declaration of
as someone—either the wronged or someone
innocence, based on repentance and forgetting,
else—took (nasa’) upon himself the wrongs of
leading to the removal of guilt and punishment,
another, or acted as an intermediary between
the Pentateuch pictures nasa’ – forgiveness as not
the wrongdoer and God. The eﬀect on the
being satisﬁed with mere toleration. It involves
wrongdoer was the same: an experience of
acceptance of the individual, restoring him to a
relief or forgiveness, a release from the burden
position of full honor, not because he deserves
of guilt which might also include a release from
it but because of who the forgiver is. It does not
punishment. It is not explicitly stated what
necessarily call for repentance, nor automatically
happened to the one who took on himself the
lead to the removal of punishment, but expects
burden, but the implied, logical indication is that
submission. In Numbers 14:20 God states that
he ultimately suﬀered the consequences that were
he has forgiven the people, but they will still suﬀer
due the wrongdoer, because he, in fact, became
the immediate consequences of their action,
his substitute. We also ﬁnd that forgiveness is
even forty years later. However, God continues
not restricted to a legal declaration of non-guilt, a
to be with them in their suﬀering and care for
passing over a wrong, a cancellation
them as before. Their wrongdoing
of debt or guilt, a wiping out or Forgiveness involves a led to suﬀering, but due to God’s
taking away a record of guilt, or an
mercy their relationship with him
undeserved response to repentance personal relationship.
was not severed. That is what nasa’
and confession. Instead, it includes
– forgiveness indicates: a caring
the sharing in or bearing the burdens of those
concern for the wrongdoer in spite of knowing
in need, whether they are physical or spiritual.
and remembering all about him. Experientially,
Also, rather than being restricted to a single act,
that knowledge/remembrance becomes inactive.
nasa’ – forgiveness is an attitude which involves a
It is not permitted to aﬀect the relationship, as
continued personal interest in those you care for,
long as the wrongdoer chooses to remain in that
in spite of their wrongdoings.
loving relationship.
Forgiveness did not necessarily remove all
aspects of possible consequences from the
wrongdoer. Cause-and-eﬀect relationships are
not necessarily broken by forgiveness. Suﬀering
the consequences of one’s wrong actions is
not necessarily an evidence of the absence of
forgiveness. Neither is the immediate absence

Nasa’ – forgiveness is ultimately an expression
of God’s loving attitude toward human beings,
evidenced throughout salvation history for
the purpose of restoring them to a position of
acceptance before God, in spite of knowing all
about their shortcomings. This involves showing
caring concern for them in their struggle

Forgiveness involves acceptance of the individual, restoring him to a position of full honor,
not because he deserves it but because of who the forgiver is.
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throughout life,oﬀering to take That is what nasa’ – forgiveness times seven. Only then and
on the burden of sin and guilt,
thus will human beings truly
thus releasing the wrongdoer, indicates: a caring concern for the nasa’ their fellow human and
and ultimately suﬀering their wrongdoer in spite of knowing become bringers of peace.
cruel consequences, death,
thereby removing them from and remembering all about him. This article is adapted from
their sphere of existence, so they may again be
Gudmundur Olafsson’s dissertation, The Use of
free to live their lives in perfect peace before God
NS’ in the Pentateuch and Its Contribution to the
and among each other. It is really the story of
Concept of Forgiveness, pp. 303-307, defended at
redemption in action.
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1992.
On the personal level nasa’ – forgiveness means
that human beings cooperate with God in this
process, and show the same caring concern
for their neighbors. Thereby they will reﬂect
the true image of God to their environment.
Rather than attempting to forget the wrongs
of the wrongdoers, or passively sending them
oﬀ with a mere legal declaration of forgiveness,
the wronged will nasa’ their neighbors by not
allowing the knowledge of their shortcomings to
get in the way of establishing and maintaining a
caring relationship. The forgiver will also actively
endeavor to restore the wrongdoer to a position
of full acceptance in society. This is not done by
a single act. It involves an ongoing attitude in
line with Jesus’ instruction to Peter about being
ready to forgive not only seven times but seventy

1

Th. Raitt,“The Concept of Forgiveness in the Pre-exilic
Prophets . . .” Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt
University, 1964.
2
Lord Longford, Forgiveness of Man by Man. Northampton,
England: The Buchebroc Press, 1989.
3
See Robert Koch, Il Peccato nel Vecchio Testamento, (Rome:
Edizioni Paoline, 1973), 14.
4
Cf. Moses’ action following the golden calf incident as he
pleads with God to forgive (nasa’) the wrongdoing of the people
(Exod 32:32).
5
Cf. the experience of Cain in Gen 4:7.
6
Moshe Weinfeld,“Berît--Covenant vs. Obligation,” Biblica 56
(1975), 124, has pointed out that in the stories of David and
Jonathan h .esed and “love” seem to be both the preconditions of
berît and also the outcome.
7
See for instance Lev. 5:1, 17; 7: 18, 20, 21, 25, 27.
8
See Num. 30: 15, 12.
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FORGIVENESS
What does it Mean?
By Larry Yeagley

M

s. Schalk, my third- and forthhearts!—and be their God. And they will be my
grade teacher, asked me to draw
people. . . . I’ll wipe the slate clean for each of
seasonal landscapes on the realthem. I’ll forget they eve sinned!”
slate blackboards on one side of
the classroom. She preserved my masterpieces
Time has replaced the old slate blackboards
for a week, long enough for classmates and other
with white-boards. I hate using them. The
teachers to aﬃrm me. They considered me the
fumes from the felt-tipped pens irritate my eyes
resident artist in the Cornwall,
and the marks don’t erase easily.
Pennsylvania, elementary school.
Forgiveness means a gift. Sometimes the current writing
is diﬃcult to read because of the
Arithmetic was another story. Ms. Schalk sent
traces of previous inscriptions. But God is not
us to the front blackboard to solve problems.
hampered by poor-quality writing tools. His
Despite counting on my ﬁngers and major
forgiveness eliminates the shadows of the past
guessing, my blundering was in chalk for all to
so they don’t blur the clarity and meaning of
see. The teacher pointed out my mistakes, but
the present. He knows that we can’t grow and
the rationale behind the problem still remained
be happy when we continue to drag past failures
unclear in my mind. Her command to erase
behind us. The Lord knows it is impossible to
and take my seat came as a welcome relief, but
look to the future with hope and certainty when
sometimes my chalk marks remained faintly
the past continues to plague us. For this reason
visible.
He has provided the gift of forgiveness for every
person in the world.
After school the janitor washed the blackboard
with a large sponge, vanishing all the ghosts of
Did you notice the word “gift?” Forgiveness
my faulty calculations. The next day I could look
means a gift. We can do nothing to earn or
at the blackboard without shame.
deserve it. It does not depend on achievement
or moral standing. Wiping away the past comes
Wiping the slate clean—that’s what God’s
straight from God’s heart. Forgiveness is what
forgiveness means to me. Eugene H. Peterson
God is. That’s His nature. It has been said that
used this analogy in his paraphrase of Jeremiah
both heaven and hell contain only forgiven
31:33, 34: “This is the brand-new covenant that
sinners. The diﬀerence rests in the reception or
I will make with Israel when the time comes. I
the rejection of the gift.
will put my law within them—write it on their
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A young Baptist seminarian was having a diﬃcult
time adjusting to her mother’s death. After the
funeral she had to go through her mother’s house
and prepare for an estate sale. Being an only
child, she had no family support in the diﬃcult
task. The real blow came when she walked into
a storage room behind the furnace. There she
found numerous black plastic backs containing
all the gifts she had sent to her mother during
the past eight years. The mother had opened
none of them.

Forgiveness involves light---light that invades the
dark corners of guilt and shame. It illuminates all
who are aware of being lost, last, least, and little.
This light pierces the abyss of meaninglessness
and penetrates the densest condition of
sinfulness.

I often think of that young woman and ask
myself how God must feel when His gift of
unconditional forgiveness remains untouched.

I learned to appreciate light while visiting
hospice patients for 20 years. Take Madeline, for
instance. She was bedfast in a dingy room. Heavy
green shades at every window blocked the warm
Texas sunlight. In the dimness she recited all her
aches and paines. She told me that she doubted
her family’s love and didn’t hold out much hope
of God being interested in her.

Once I noticed a woman approaching the service
counter at a Dillard’s department store. In her
arms she carried a bundle of new clothing,
Christmas gifts from friends and family. She
insisted that all the items had been purchased
at Dillard’s, but the clerk ﬁrmly repeated that no
Dillard’s store carried the lines of clothing in her
pile.

On the second visit I swept into her room saying,
“Oh, what a grand sunny day. Let’s open up our
hearts and let the sun shine in!” Instantly I threw
up the shades and placed my dulcimer across
my knees. Then I played and sang, “Heavenly
sunshine, heavenly sunshine, ﬂooding my soul
with glory divine; heavenly sunshine, heavenly
sunshine, Hallelujah! Jesus is mine.”

The woman’s embarrassed husband could remain
quiet no longer. “June,” he yelled, “why can’t you
accept a gift just once in your life? Why can’t you
accept a gift of love and be happy? I’m leaving!”

Her daughter heard the music and quickly
entered the room with her accordion. All three
of us broke into singing and praised God for His
love. The light turned a morgue-like place into a
temple of joy.

The pile of clothing represented expressions of
love, whether or not the woman received and
wore them. The same is true of God’s forgiveness.
An expression of His love, it never changes. The
Giver cannot withdraw it. To do so would be
contrary to God’s nature. Grateful persons who
know the nature of their own sin and the price
God paid to make forgiveness possible can accept
it. Or those insensitive to their need and its cost
can spurn it.

God cannot tolerate darkness. Once darkness
covered the face of the earth, but God said, “Let
there be light” (Gen. 1:3). The darkness of sin
invaded God’s perfect world, but immediately the
light of forgiveness went into action, persisting
and insisting on restoration in spite of rejection
and rebellion.

Forgiveness means a gift. Any attempt to deserve
it on my part dishonors God. Every argument
designed to make His forgiveness conditional
reveals an ignorance of His unchanging love.

The light of forgiveness became permanent
through the life, death, and resurrection of
incarnate God. “In Him was life, and the life was
the light of men. The light shines in the darkness.
. . . There was the true Light which, coming into
the world, enlightens every man” ( John 1:4-9).

Forgiveness represents a new way of life, a work in progress, an exciting journey through the
valley of self-emptying to the mountaintop feast of God’s grace, and to the lowlands of human
suffering and spiritual poverty, where we drop judgmentalism and lift the downtrodden and
the discouraged.
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Thelightof forgivenesspromotesspiritualgrowth
that sets in motion a chain reaction of healing,
warmth, and welcome. It is the foundation of
God’s community, enabling it to demonstrate
God’s true nature to the world.

that He ‘will abundantly pardon,’ He adds, as if
the meaning of that promise exceeded all that we
could comprehend: ‘My thoughts are not your
thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith
the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways,
I saw this quality of light demonstrated in Luray
and my thoughts higher than your thoughts’ (Isa
Caverns in Virginia. My family
55:7-9). God’s forgiveness is not
and I followed the guide to the Forgiveness—is a way of life, a merely a judicial act by which He
lowest bowels of the cave. There ﬁdelity learned on our journey sets us free from condemnation.
he asked us to stand quietly while
It is not only forgiveness for sin,
he extinguished every light in the toward holiness in God’s but reclaiming from sin. It is the
cave.After a few moments of total eschatological Kingdom.
outﬂow of redeeming love that
darkness an emotional heaviness
transforms the heart” (Thoughts
enshrouded me like a cold, wet garment. Finally
from the Mount of Blessing [Washington, D.C.:
the guide announced that he was going to turn
Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1956], p. 114).
on a light equivalent to one candle. What a
diﬀerence! Gradually he restored the warmth of
Forgiveness represents a new way of life, a work
full lighting. He concluded the demonstration by
in progress, an exciting journey through the
playing a great hymn of assurance on the organ
valley of self-emptying to the mountaintop feast
that used stalactites instead of pipes. What a
of God’s grace, and to the lowlands of human
contrast with the forbidding darkness!
suﬀering and spiritual poverty, where we drop
judgmentalism and lift the downtrodden and
Forgiveness means transformation at a great
the discouraged. Such forgiveness invites us to
price. Sin threatens to destroy our inbuilt
be a cooperative partner in God’s redemptive
capacity to have close fellowship with God. It has
activities. I learned this only after a painful
short-circuited our communication with Him
struggle.
and others until it has nearly eﬀaced His image,
but, thank God, there is a remedy. Forgiveness
When I was young I viewed God as a divine
accompanied by Holy Spirit power restores and
scorekeeper. Every night I confessed my obvious
transforms us—and enables us to see how much
faults, then I spent a long time trying to recollect
it cost God.
every tiny infringement of the rules. Three
and four times each night I slid out of bed and
Alister E. McGrath states: “The cross brings
quickly confessed some perceived sin. Frequently
home to us the deep hurt and pain which our
I struggled with the thought that maybe I
sin causes God. In Christ, God makes clear how
would remain unforgiven if I missed even one
painful and costly true forgiveness really is. The
wrongdoing. Often I fell asleep while combing
oﬀer of forgiveness of our sins is both deeply
my memory for some unconfessed weakness.
humiliating because it forces us to recognize and
acknowledge our sin; it is satisfying because the
Once I heard about a young girl who went through
very oﬀer of forgiveness implies that God treats
the same struggle. She asked her pastor about it.
us as important to him” (Understanding Jesus
“Mary,” he replied, “God’s forgiveness is already
[Grand Rapids: Sondervan Publishing House,
yours. Kneel by your bed each night and tell
1987]).
Jesus you are opening your life to Him. Confess
your obvious sins, then thank Him for His gift
God’s heart is set on transforming us because
of forgiveness. Crawl under the covers and tell
we are important to Him. We may never fully
yourself that you are forgiven, not because you
understand our value to Him. Ellen G. White
feel like it, but because God faithfully promised
observed: “Forgiveness has a broader meaning
to cleanse you from all unrighteousness.”
than many suppose.When God gives the promise
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That story brought me peace. When I opened
nor is it something that merely refers backward.
myself to the forgiveness that God had already
Rather, Christian forgiveness—and more
provided for me and then thanked Him for it
speciﬁcally, forgiveness—is a way of life, a ﬁdelity
every day, my focus turned to others. A fatherly
learned on our journey toward holiness in God’s
lay pastor invited me to join other youth in
eschatological Kingdom. It is a way of life that
singing for the sick, renovating The meaning of forgiveness is requires the ever-deepening and
a ﬁre-damaged home for a single
ever-widening sense of what
mother, and helping neighbors. as broad as there are people friendship with God and God’s
The joy of sharing with others who receive the gift.
creatures entails” (Embodying
convinced me that God and I
Forgiveness [Grand Rapids:
were walking together. That realization delivered
Eerdmans, 1995], pp. 66, 67). The meaning of
me from unhealthy introspection. The joy of
forgiveness is as broad as there are people who
sharing forgiveness and other graces with people
receive the gift.
around me produced a sense of completeness.
L. Gregory Jones summed it up well: “Christian
forgiveness is not simply a word of acquittal;

Excerpt from Larry Yeagley, God’s Gift of Forgiveness
(Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald Publishing
Association, 2002), 7-13.
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4IFNB*TSBFM
Bible Correspondence Course

A

systematic study of the Torah, 15 lessons from a Hebrew point of view, to search, ﬁnd,
and live the biblical truth—designed for all those interested in the heritage of Israel.“A
man cannot understand Torah unless he has stumbled in it.” (Gittin 43)

A Hebrew Perspective

Biblical truth has suﬀered much under the impact of the Jewish-Christian drama. Historically,
within Christianity, Biblical truth has often been read and interpreted from the anti-Semitic bias
which in turn triggers a negative response within the Jewish mindset. The unique perspective of
this course is to embrace the Jewish-Christian drama in order to unfold the truths of the Bible, free
from any foreign inﬂuence of cultural tradition. Since Biblical truth has been channeled through
the Hebrew culture and language, it will be traced and shaped from a speciﬁc Hebrew perspective,
taking into account not only the Hebrew text but also the heritage of ancient Jewish sources.

An Interactive Process

This course has been designed in a systematic manner encompassing 15 topics. You will receive a
study booklet on each of the following topics:
1. The Bible
2. HA-SHEM, The God of Israel
3. Evil and Suﬀering
4. The Messiah I (Why?)
5. The Messiah II (When and Who?)
6. Israel and the Church
7. The Torah, The Law of God
8. The Shabbat

9. Creation
10. Eating and Drinking
11. The Nature of Man
12. Death
13. Prophecy and History
14. Judgement
15. Life with God

An Award

In addition to the enrichment gained through your exploration of Biblical truth, upon completion
of this course you will receive a beautiful diploma adorned with Hebrew calligraphy and a oneyear subscription of Shabbat Shalom.

About the author of this course

Dr. Jacques Benyamin Doukhan, editor of Shabbat Shalom.
How to receive the 4IFNB*TSBFM Bible Correspondence Course:
4IFNB*TSBFM Bible Course
P.O. Box 53055
Los Angeles, CA 90053
Phone: (805) 955-7611
Fax:
(805) 955-7703
E-mail: gospel@vop.com
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Wounds Not Healed By
Time
Solomon Schimmel
Oxford: University Press,
2002
265 pp., $17.95
How should we respond
to injuries done to us
and to the hurts that
we inﬂict on others? In
this thoughtful book,
Solomon Schimmel
guides us through the
meanings of justice, forgiveness, repentance, and
reconciliation. In doing so, he probes to the core
of the human encounter with evil, drawing on
religious traditions, psychology, philosophy, and
the personal experiences of both perpetrators
and victims. Christianity, Judaism and Islam
call for forgiveness and repentance in our
relations with others. Yet, as Schimmel points
out, there are signiﬁcant diﬀerences among
them as to when and whom to forgive. He
applies insights on forgiveness and repentance
to the Middle East, post-apartheid South
Africa, inter-religious relationships, and the
criminal justice system. Schimmel also provides
practical strategies to help us forgive and repent,
preparing the way for healing and reconciliation
between individuals and groups.

Forgiveness and Abuse:
Jewish and Christian
Reﬂections
Marie M. Fortune and
Joretta Marshall, editors
New York: The Haworth
Pastoral Press, 2002
152 pp., $19.95
Under normal
circumstances forgiveness
is diﬃcult enough, but
for victims of domestic
or sexual abuse it is
exponentially harder. Can you forgive the
unforgivable? Using research, studies, stories,
and prayer, Forgiveness and Abuse: Jewish and
Christian Reﬂections focuses on forgiveness and
reconciliation by abuse victims. Several religious
authors discuss their own views and opinions
as well as share the wisdom of their traditional
religious teachings. With the events of recent
years weighing heavily on society’s shoulders, this
collection is vital reading for clergy, counselors,
therapists, and the survivors of abuse themselves.

Translation of the back page:

Who is a God like You, who

pardons iniquity and passes over the rebellious act?
…Yes, You will cast all their sins into the
depths of the sea.
Micah 7:18-19
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